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This study aimed to document Taiwanese creative arts therapists' career 
experiences after studying abroad and returning home, and how they perceive their 
professional identity as creative arts therapists in Taiwan. This qualitative study explores 
the experience of eight female professional Taiwanese creative arts therapists, including 
two art therapists, two dance/movement therapists, two drama therapists, and two music 
therapists. Interviews were conducted, and the participants were asked about their 
personal experience of art-making, the practice of creative arts therapies in Taiwan, and 
the understanding and awareness of their professional identity.   
Data from this study was gathered by the interviews' transcripts and used Kavle’s 
(1996) and Chang’s (2010) method of analysis. The result included three categories and 
ten themes. The three categories were (1) the foundation of being professionals in CAT, 
(2) the experience of practice CAT in Taiwan, and (3) the future goal and plan of CAT. 
The ten themes were (1) the motivation of the career (2) the experience of the 
professional CAT degree overseas, (3) the decision of returning home, (4) the culture 
shock of being a professional in Taiwan, (5) the difficulties of being creative arts 
therapists in Taiwan, (6) limited support system resources, (7) the struggle of identity, (8) 
the growth of being creative arts therapists in Taiwan, (9) the growth of CAT identity, 
and (10) the social responsibility of being creative arts therapists in Taiwan. The study's 
findings show that the cross-cultural influence to Taiwan (Asian) creative arts therapists' 
professional identity is significant. Participants need to learn how to bridge the different 





suggest that social acceptance has substantial influences on the participants' development 
of professional identity. More research is needed to enhance the understanding and 
awareness of cross-cultural experiences towards Asian creative arts therapists' 



























In Taiwan, there is only one art therapy master’s degree program and one music 
therapy master’s program. Therefore, individuals who are interested in other creative arts 
therapy modalities, such as dance/movement, drama, or expressive arts, must seek 
training overseas. Furthermore, the lack of professional academic resources and higher 
education has led many Taiwanese creative arts therapists to receive their professional 
degree overseas, frequently in Western countries. They expect to establish their 
professions as creative arts therapists by studying abroad.  
This study was aimed to bridge the gap in the literature regarding the experience 
of professional identity for Taiwanese creative arts therapists who trained in Western 
countries and returned home. Slay and Smith (2011) defined professional identity as 
“one’s professional self-concept based on attributes, beliefs, values, motivation, and 
experiences, has been a central them in the career literature” (p. 86). Professional identity 
is the way individuals view themselves within their profession. Due to globalization, the 
population of Asian international students is growing every year. A recent Institute of 
International Education (IIE; 2019) in the United States reported that the numbers of 
Taiwanese students who studied abroad in the U.S. colleges in 2018-2019 was 23, 369. 
That is 4.1% rise compared with the previous school year, and the numbers became a 
new high in the past 8 years. In Taiwan, the Ministry of Education (2019) also reported 
the number of students studying abroad achieved a new record in the past 5 years. 





studying abroad on the self and professional identity, as well as the challenges and 
changes of returning home after living overseas (Abu-Rabia-Qubia & Weiner-Levy, 
2008; Altweck & Marshall, 2015; Gu, 2009; Gu & Schweisfurth, 2015; Menard-Warick, 
2008; Pritchard, 2011; Vukušić, 2011; Zhu & Gao, 2016). However, there is limited 
literature found on the experience of studying abroad and returning home for creative art 
therapists, not to mention Taiwanese creative arts therapists.  
Taiwanese creative arts therapists who study abroad and return home experience 
not only the cultural adjustment of studying creative arts therapy (CAT) in foreign 
countries, but also the re-cultural adjustment of returning home with a new professional 
identity. There is limited literature on Taiwanese creative arts therapists’ ideas about 
professional identity (Chiu & Tseng, 2009; Lee, T., 2014; Lee, Y., 2007), including the 
experience of studying abroad and returning home to develop their careers in Taiwan. 
The current study was designed to explore Taiwanese creative arts therapists’ personal 
stories and experiences becoming professional creative arts therapists.  
Studying abroad is a difficult decision because of the high financial costs and 
language adjustments (Alymai, 2016; Gu et al., 2010). Individuals must leave their 
comfortable life, composed of a familiar working environment, and their family members 
and friends, to live and study in an unknown, foreign country. In that case, individuals 
who have a strong interest in the subject matter may have more motivation to complete 
an academic program (Alymai, 2016; Holland et al., 1980). Most Taiwanese have never 
heard CAT, especially for treating mental illness. Studying abroad can be an emotional 
journey of identity change (Gu, 2015). People become more aware of their heritage 





time (Gu, 2015; Gu & Schweisfurth, 2015; Smith et al., 2014). This study aimed to 
explore how individuals changed during the process of studying abroad. The study was 
designed to collect information on participants’ personal experience of studying abroad 
and returning home as creative arts therapists, in order to have a full understanding of the 
relationship between participants themselves, art, and the CAT professions. The 
questions posed to the participants included if they have been satisfied about their 
decision of studying abroad overseas and the differences between their previous 
understanding of a CAT profession and their current identity of CAT.  
In addition to studying abroad, the study also intended to bring together 
individuals’ experience of CAT professionals after returning home. All international 
students have to face the complicated choice to either stay in their host culture or return 
home after graduating with their degree. The individuals who are interested in staying 
and working as creative arts therapists overseas have to face the challenges of applying 
for a working visa in foreign countries. In this study, all the participants had the chance to 
work in Western countries. Some of them had brief working experiences overseas after 
graduating from the CAT program, and others decided to return home once they 
graduated. Overall, all the participants returned back to their heritage culture less then a 
year after they obtained their CAT degree. They returned to Taiwan, trained with 
professional skills and knowledge that are rooted in Western theories. In other words, 
they learned how to be creative arts therapists in the West. Upon graduating from a 
program in Western countries, those young professionals do not have any experience 
working as creative art therapists in Taiwan. The current study was intended to explore 






Creative Arts Therapies (CAT) in Taiwan 
The concept of using the arts within therapy is still quite new in Taiwan compared 
to Western countries (Chiu & Tseng, 2009; Lee, T., 2014; Lee. Y., 2007). The 
government and society in Taiwan are unfamiliar with and confused about the definition 
and profession CAT. The Taiwanese government has not included CAT as a treatment 
option covered by the National Health Insurance, and CAT is not a licensed profession in 
the Taiwan mental health system. Therefore, CAT is not only unlicensed in Taiwan, but it 
is also not reimbursable through public health insurance. In other words, Taiwanese 
creative arts therapists do not belong to any professional field in Taiwan. There is no 
limit but also no protection for Taiwanese creative arts therapists to work in Taiwan.  
Currently, all Taiwanese CAT organizations are non-governmental. There is the 
Taiwan Art Therapy Association (TATA), the Music Therapy Association of Taiwan 
(MTAT), and the Taiwan Dance Therapy Association (TDTA), which all started in the 
late 1990s. These three CAT organizations were created to not only provide a network for 
Taiwanese creative arts therapists, but also to promote CAT as a profession in Taiwanese 
society. The members of the organizations show a positive trend over the past two 
decades. Individuals who chose to come home after completing their professional training 
in CAT overseas are looking forward to bringing the professional knowledge and skills of 
CAT back to their home country. However, the current situation of the lack of CAT 
academic recourses and the limited professional roles and rights in the Taiwanese mental 
health system only confuses the public about the reliability and professionalism of 





services. Generally, the public may still think that art therapists teach individuals how to 
draw, music therapists train individuals how to play music, and dance therapists know 
how to cure physical pain through exercise. Hence, returning creative arts therapists have 
to face the challenge of poor societal understanding of CAT. With the misunderstanding 
and confusion, returning therapists will face the fact that Taiwan has a different culture of 
CAT than the country where they learned to be creative arts therapists.  
Personal Background 
As an expressive arts therapist, I chose to study abroad because Taiwan does not 
have a graduate program in expressive arts therapy. Growing up, I was always interested 
in mental health professions. I studied social work in college and became a social worker 
after graduating from college. Although I worked as a mental health provider, I had never 
heard about creative arts therapy (CAT) until my mid 20’s. During that time, I had a 
chance to co-lead a two-year experimental dance group for children with special needs 
and their family members with one of the biggest dance companies in Taiwan. That was 
the moment I recognized that the process of art making could be beneficial in the mental 
health field. I researched CAT graduate programs, and I realized that Taiwan had limited 
choices. Therefore, I went to the United States and completed the Expressive Arts 
Therapies master’s program at Lesley University in 2011. After graduating from school, I 
found a job that sponsored me for a working visa. Fortunately, I obtained the working 
visa and I was able to work as a creative arts therapist at a mental health center in South 
Boston. I knew that I was lucky, because most of my Taiwanese friends who studied 





 It was an amazing experience to work as a mental health professional as well as 
an expressive art therapist in a Western country. I felt the respect towards my CAT 
profession from my clients, colleagues, and society. However, I felt that I wanted to 
contribute my knowledge and experience of CAT in Taiwan. When I decided to return 
home, I began exploring Taiwan’s CAT research opportunities and subsequently noticed 
how lacking Taiwan’s resources are. Due to this circumstance, I decided to join a 
doctoral low residency model of the program at Lesley University, which allowed me to 
continue my CAT education and development while back in my home country of Taiwan. 
Between 2016 and 2018, I traveled back and forth from Taiwan and the United States to 
transition my life back to Asia. Finally, I moved back to live in Taiwan full time in 
August 2018. Since then I have been teaching part -time at a university, working as 
creative arts therapist in a mental health clinic, and trying to complete my doctorate  
degree. Based on my experiences, studying abroad and returning home heavily 
influenced the way I define the profession of CAT. Every transition or change in my life 
has had an impact on my professional identity. I was curious about other Taiwanese 
creative arts therapists’ understanding and knowledge about their professional identities 
after studying abroad and returning home.  
Pilot Study Research 
 In the previous pilot study (Chang, 2018), Here and There: The Way Taiwanese 
Creative Arts Therapists Experience Returning Home, the author found that the 
participants anticipated the difficulty of study abroad. They knew that using a second 
language (English), and living in a foreign country would not be easy. However, they 





participants disclosed that they felt comfortable and satisfied about their self-identity as 
Taiwanese, and they adjusted to Taiwanese life style after returning home. Instead of 
having re-adjustment issues returning home after studying abroad, the participants 
discovered the unexpected challenge was coming home and finding a suitable job that 
met their qualifications. Because of the current development of CAT in Taiwan, 
participants realized that they had to re-learn a different way of promoting themselves as 
creative arts therapists as well as mental health professionals.  
In this previous study, one of the participants spent an extra year as an intern at a 
mental health counseling center when she returned to Taiwan (Chang, 2018). The 
internship in Taiwan helped her qualify to take the exam for the Taiwanese mental health 
counselor license. The participant discussed how the license title helped her to gain job 
opportunities. She felt more comfortable introducing herself either as a social worker or a 
mental health counselor to her clients because of the licenses. The participant also 
disclosed her insecurity regarding her professional identity as a music therapist after 
returning home from the United States. Another participant decided to obtain another 
master’s degree in mental health counseling after returning to Taiwan, so that she was 
qualified to take the license exam of mental counselor in her hometown (Chang, 2018). 
She had returned home after studying dance/movement therapy in the United Stated for 
almost 10 years. She had worked as a dance/movement therapist in different mental 
health centers and hospitals in the past; however, she did not feel satisfied about her 
career and profession as a dance/movement therapist in Taiwan. The participant was 
hoping to rebuild her professional identity as a mental health provider through studying 





Taiwanese creative arts therapists who completed their CAT master’s degree oversea and 
returned home, identified a common experience, the challenge of finding a working 
environment that accepted them as mental health providers (Chang, 2018).  
Current Study 
In this study, I noticed that there is scarce attention given to exploring the 
professional identity of creative arts therapists even in Western countries (Johnson, 1999; 
Jue & Ha, 2018; Levick, 1995; Malis, 2014; Orkibi, 2010; 2011; Van Lith & Veronin, 
2016), not to mention in Eastern countries. However, students and young professionals 
may not consider the importance of defining their professional identity before graduating. 
Professors may not discuss professional identity in school, and yet, it is a vital component 
of one’s career. Orikibi (2010; 2011) indicated a positive correlation between students’ 
professional identity and their level of commitment to CAT as a future career. Creative 
arts therapists who are struggling with their professional identity may be more likely to 
leave the field, despite their enthusiasm for creative arts and healing. Therefore, it is 
important to examine professional identity for creative arts therapists, in order to improve 
the retention of professionally trained creative arts therapists who are practicing 
therapists.  
Based on the pilot study results, the current study hoped to explore Taiwanese 
creative arts therapists’ sense and self-awareness of their professional identity after 
returning home. The study focused on investigating the influences of professional 
identity, especially during life transitions and multi-cultural experiences. The study also 
intended to explore the present situation of CAT in Taiwan, as well as Taiwanese creative 





and professional development of CAT including: (1) the motivation for studying CAT, 
(2) receiving professional training and higher education overseas, (3) the practice of CAT 
after returning home, and (4) the future expectation of one’s career in CAT. Therefore, 
the study was designed to discuss professional identity as a continuing process, including 
the individuals’ past, present, and future experiences and views of CAT.  
This study used a phenomenological qualitative research design. The eight 
participants in this study were recruited by the researcher’s personal network of 
Taiwanese creative arts therapists. All participants obtained their CAT master’s degree 
overseas and returned home in their late 20s to 30s. Data were collected through two 
semi-structured interviews over two months. The interviews were designed to collect 
personal experiences, memories, and stories on the research topic. Between the first and 
second interviews, the participants were asked to complete an artistic exercise at home 
using their preferred modality. The artistic exercise was designed to explore the insights, 
thoughts, feelings, and emotions towards the first interview experience and the research 
topic. This study did not ask participants to share art-work during the study; however the 
participants were welcome to show their art-work in the interviews. The study focused on 
analyzing the context of the interviews and the verbal expression of the participants’ art-
work during the interviews.  
Study Purpose 
The purpose of this study was to document Taiwanese creative arts therapists’ 
career experiences, and explore how they view their professional identity. Professional 
identity is a concept that is not commonly studied in the CAT field, but it is an element of 





therapists who have trained outside Taiwan recognize and think about their professional 



















 Most Taiwanese creative arts therapists have experienced studying abroad and 
returning home to begin their professional careers. Currently, there is only one art therapy 
graduate program and one music therapy in-service graduate program in Taipei, Taiwan. 
Therefore, the CAT field is still relatively new in Taiwan, limiting academic resources 
for creative arts therapists-in-training. Because of the lack of CAT graduate programs in 
Taiwan, Taiwanese creative arts therapists often choose to receive higher education and 
professional training in western nations. As a result, Taiwanese creative arts therapists 
who study abroad and return home after graduating may experience complex professional 
and cultural adjustment and re-adjustment challenges (Abu-Rabia-Qubia & Weiner-Levy, 
2008; Gu, 2009; Gu & Schweisfurth, 2015; Menard-Warick, 2008; Pritchard, 2011; 
Vukušić, 2011; Zhu & Gao, 2016). When they return home, they may face unexpected 
changes of self-identity and professional identity (Altweck & Marshall, 2015; Abu-
Rabia-Qubia & Weiner-Levy, 2008; Gu, 2015; Gu & Schweisfurth, 2015; Zhu & Gao, 
2016). Meanwhile, Taiwanese creative arts therapists who return home after studying 
abroad may also have to face the challenge that CAT is still relatively new in Taiwan. 
They need to explore how to introduce, practice, and promote CAT to the people in 
Taiwan, including the society, education system, and mental health system (Chang. H.,  
2012; 2016; Chiu & Tseng, 2009; Lee, K., 2007; Lee, T., 2014).  
The following literature review is divided into several sections. First, the 
influences of studying abroad and returning home on professional identity will be 





applying and developing CAT in Asian societies will be discussed. Last, the current 
development of Taiwan creative arts therapies will be examined.  
Professional Identity After Studying Abroad and Returning Home 
Before discussing the development of professional identity after studying abroad 
and returning home, it is necessary to briefly define the related terms, professional 
identity, studying abroad, and returning home, as applied in the perspectives of this 
research.  
Professional Identity 
Professional identity is defined as “one’s professional self-concept based on 
attributes, beliefs, values, motivation, and experiences, has been a central theme in career 
literature (Slay & Smith, 2011, p. 86). Research has examined professional identity in 
three main perspectives. First, professional identity includes individual knowledge and 
information regarding the meanings associated with a profession (Holland et al., 1980; 
Malis, 2014; Pratt et al., 2006, Simons et al., 2017; Slay & Smith, 2011). Second, 
professional identity is the integrating experience for individuals to adjust and adapt their 
professions with others, including society, public, and living environments (Adam et al., 
2006; Davey, 2013; Mitchener & Field, 1998). Finally, individuals clarify their priorities 
and self-understanding of professional identity through life transitions, decisions, 
changes, and working experiences (Malis, 204; Pistole & Robert, 2002; Slay & Smith, 
2011).  
Studying Abroad 
In the reviewed studies, the motivation for studying abroad and returning home 





students, especially from developed countries, will find better employment and job 
opportunities when they receive higher education from Western countries, or (2) an 
internal expectation that students will not only increase their professional knowledge and 
skills but also extend their worldviews (Gu & Schweisfurth, 2015; Smith et al., 2014; 
Zhu & Gao, 2016). Smith et al. (2014) addressed that being abroad with others is a great 
opportunity for students to increase their awareness of cultural customs, values, and 
biases during social and academic sharing. Students are also able to share meaningful 
experiences as well as engage in dialogue on social justice, privilege, oppression, and 
other topics. When engaging with others, students generally not only extend their 
personal and academic perspectives of the world, but also develop a deeper 
understanding of their own heritage, culture, and professional identity (Gu & 
Schweisfurth, 2015; Menard & Warwick, 2008; Redomond, 1993; Smith et al., 2014).  
Gu and Schweisfurth (2015) established a 20-month, two-stage mixed methods 
study of 652 Chinese students who returned home for work upon completing their studies 
in the United Kingdom. The first step in data gathering was an online survey, which 
included 11 items with a Likert-type scale, that explored the Chinese returnees’ perceived 
professional and personal change findings from their overseas educational experiences. 
The main part of the questionnaire focused on the extent of their agreement to a series of 
statements, including their career and personal life, their experience immediately upon 
their last return to China for work, and any perceived change in their self. The 
questionnaire was also applied to identify possible participants for the second stage of the 





interviews were conducted with 14 willing returnees, with the interviews being used to 
gather an in-depth understanding of their transnational experiences.  
The online questionnaire survey applied parametric and non-parametric tests of 
variance to examine the differences between various groups based on gender, age, year of 
return, and length of stay in the United Kingdom (Gu & Schweisfurth, 2015). The study 
showed inter-correlations between a range of variables relating to different aspects of re-
entry experiences as well as professional skills, values, and competence of returnees. The 
qualitative data were analyzed through the purpose of the development of transnational 
identities. The study analyzed the respondents through a framework composed of the 
following four key concepts: diaspora consciousness, embeddedness, enhanced 
cosmopolitan competence, and identity transformation. 
The results showed multiple intersecting compositions of the influences for those 
returnees regarding the way they see culture, lifestyle, local communities and themselves 
beyond their time of studying abroad (Gu & Schweisfurth, 2015). First, the majority of 
returnees (n = 473, 75%) felt they had more knowledge about their own Chinese 
background and culture than those who never lived abroad for a lengthy period of time. 
Moreover, the interviewees provided a detailed description of the “awareness of their 
own culture ‘here’ (China) and that of others ‘there’ (elsewhere, especially the UK, often 
generalized as ‘the West’)” (p. 958). Because of the new development of cultural 
awareness, 85% of the survey respondents reported that they felt more comfortable being 
with other people who had also studied abroad, whether in the UK or in other countries. 
Second, 92% of survey respondents reported they had a more mature worldview after 





to be more flexible and keep an open attitude to different opinions, thoughts, and views. 
As studying abroad involves experiencing additional life challenges, 85% of survey 
respondents reported that they had undergone some degree of identity transformation. 
They not only felt more confident in facing challenge at work or life, but also more 
willing to try new things.  
Furthermore, Gu and Schweisfurth (2015) wanted to address the issue of primary 
motivation. For most of the Chinese students, the primary motivator for studying abroad 
was the opportunity to have a better career as well as upgrade their qualifications at work. 
According to the online survey: (1) 92% of respondents noticed the improvement of 
English language skills; (2) 88% expressed the increasing ability to deal with change and 
initiatives, work under pressure (85.3%) and take on leadership positions at work (78%); 
(3) 80% noticed a more flexible attitude toward work, while 75% felt that they had 
developed better time management and self-planning skills. The study showed that the 
majority of participants reported developing not only a greater independence in analyzing 
and solving problem in their professions but also a higher confidence about their 
communication skills in their career after studying abroad.  
Gu and Schweisfurth (2015) found a profound development of identity 
transformation due to the experience of studying abroad. The researchers concluded that 
studying abroad provides an opportunity for the individual to experience the transition of 
identity and connection between individual and society. However, one limitation of the 
study was the potential bias of data collection. Due to the online survey, the study 
recruited from a wide age range (between 20 and 66 years old) as well as those at 





the study did not assess the impact of differences related to age or length of time since 
returning home, it was suggested that it be examined as a potential moderating variable in 
future research. 
Studying abroad is a life experience that exposes people to the diversity of the 
world and the importance of being flexible and empathic regarding differences. In Smith 
et al.’s (2014) study, the researchers emphasized the importance and necessity of 
encouraging counseling students to explore the multiple realities of multiculturalism and 
diversity. The participants (N = 19), who were either in a master’s or doctoral program in 
counseling, were recruited from a two-week study abroad program in Ireland. The data 
were collected through email, which included a 13-question follow-up online survey and 
a reflective paper six to nine months after returning home. The researchers grouped the 
data into two codebooks: one based on the reflection paper, and the other based on the 
follow-up survey. The data were coded into eight themes that conceptualized a student’s 
learning process during and after the overseas project. The top three frequently discussed 
themes focused on engaging with others through transformative learning, becoming more 
self-aware, and increasing cultural relativism. Because Smith et al. (2014) used students’ 
final reflective papers as a data source, the researchers acknowledged the risk that the 
motivation and expectations of grades may have influenced the honesty of participant 
responses. For future research, they suggested that the follow-up survey consist of open-
ended questions and also an in-person interview to increase thick description for data 
collection.  
Outside the field of professional training, intercultural and multicultural concepts 





a case study to explore two English language teachers’ perspectives on the connection 
between transnational life experiences and personal development of intercultural ability. 
The study used interview and classroom conversation data to examine how participants 
defined their own intercultural identities and approached cultural issues with their 
students. The two participants in the study were an English-as-a-Second-Language (ESL) 
instructor originally from Brazil who was living in California, and a Chilean English-as-
a-foreign-language teacher who worked for many years in the U.S. before returning 
home. They were recruited from a larger, previously-conducted qualitative study because 
of their unique experiences as the only participants who had spent a long time living 
abroad and who self-identified as bicultural.  
Menard-Warwick (2008) collected data from the interviews and classroom 
audiotapes. The researchers cataloged the qualitative data into three themes, including 
politics, students, and gender. Two codes, responding to texts and sharing opinions based 
on the types of activities in the classroom, were utilized. The researcher observed that 
multi-cultural experiences helped participants develop not only an intercultural 
competence but also a meta-awareness of this competence. Both participants noted that 
their experiences of studying or working abroad for a long time encouraged them to be 
more flexible and sensitive toward cultural differences and the struggle of learning in a 
foreign language as international students. Furthermore, both participants had brought 
their intercultural identities into their classroom, using their own experiences to address 
the importance of cultural issues with students. The study aimed at addressing the value 
of the transitional experience in education for students to develop an awareness of 





The current literature shows that studying abroad is a journey filled with the 
challenges of learning in a foreign language as well as adjusting to the cultural 
differences in a new living environment. After a while, students felt a sense of 
achievement from improving in the new language and adjusting to the host culture. The 
growing confidence helped international students to gain not only the motivation needed 
to finish their studies, but also enhanced self-efficacy and a positive attitude toward their 
future career (Gu & Schweisfurth, 2015; Gu et al., 2010; Smith et al.,2014; Zhu & Gao, 
2016).  
Returning Home  
Home is often described as a place with a familiar culture and a natural feeling of 
belonging (Albert-Proos, 2015; Cicognani et al., 2011; Vukušić, 2011). However, many 
returnees experience serious and unexpected cultural dissonance when they return home. 
They may feel anxious, stressed, and surprised about the gap in thoughts and behaviors 
between themselves and locals (Prichard, 2011; Redmond & Bunyi, 1993; Sobie, 1986; 
Vukušić, 2011; Zhu & Gao, 2016). The returnee may quickly sense the difference 
between the two cultures, which requires new coping and problem-solving skills, but may 
not be fully aware of them (Sobie, 1986; Pritchard, 2011). Abu-Rabia-Queder and 
Weiner-Levy (2008) claimed that returnees might become aware of a feeling of non-
belonging in their hometown due to these unexpected negative emotions. In addition to a 
feeling of non-belonging, a returnee may also develop confusion over feeling like a 
stranger in their original community (Abu-Rabia-Queder & Weiner-Levy, 2008; 





While returnees may experience dual feelings and behaviors, they may also 
question their purpose for returning home. Pritchard (2011) defined the experience as re-
entry trauma. Utilizing this concept, she conducted a study to examine the acculturation 
of Taiwanese (n = 12) and Sri Lankan (n =15) graduates after studying in Western 
nations. The researcher concluded that the main challenges of returning home for this 
sample were not just simple emotional readjustments to their loved ones. Many 
interviewees also experienced feelings related to non-belonging and non-conforming to 
the stereotypes of their heritage cultures. The problems experienced by study participants 
“were more complex ones of conflicting values between modernism and traditionalism or 
between individualism and collectivism” (p. 108). The study findings emphasized the 
importance of mental preparedness as well as the dimension of value dissonance and 
employer or family intolerance of a returnee’s change.  
To return to one’s home country, individuals have to re-learn and readjust to their 
heritage cultures. Altweck and Marshall (2015) defined a particular identification of third 
culture individuals (TCIs) and discussed the process for the individuals to adjust and 
readjust between the host culture and the heritage culture. A TCI is an individual who has 
spent time during their formative years (between birth and 18 years of age) outside of 
their heritage culture and later identifies with an abstract third culture. To clarify the 
difference of host and heritage culture, the researchers claimed that:  
Heritage culture identification refers to the sense of self, derived from its 
membership in the heritage culture- including belief about belongingness, feelings 
of commitments, and a sense of common values. Similarly, host culture 





mainstream culture. Heritage and host culture identifications have implication for 
psychological adjustment and readjustment. (p. 2) 
Altweck and Marshall (2015) focused on examining the similarities and 
differences in psychological readjustment such as stress, anxiety, depression, and overall 
psychological adjustment between TCIs (n = 97) and non-TCIs (n = 132). The study 
applied several measurements, including the Previous Cross-Cultural Experience, the 
Perceived Cultural Distance Scale, the Bicultural Identity Integration Scale, the 
Vancouver Index of Acculturation, and the Depression Anxiety Stress Scale to analyze 
the relationship between the third culture and psychological readjustment. Two hundred 
and forty-eight participants (nmales = 70, nfemales = 172), who had lived in a culture outside 
their heritage culture and at some point had returned to the heritage cultures, were 
recruited through the university’s internet site and social media. Through the web-based 
survey, the researchers were able to collect data in a diverse range of cultures, including 
Asian, European, North American and South American. Based on the disparate locations 
of the data, the heritage culture was classified into three groups: English speaking 
Western (n = 103), European (n = 74), and Non-Western (n = 64). The heritage culture 
group was a control variable in all analysis, and the results showed that non-Westerners 
had significantly stronger heritage culture identification (t(136) = .87, p = .002) and 
greater anxiety (t(136) = 3.77, p < .001) than Europeans. Non-Westerners expressed 
stronger culture heritage culture identification (t(157) = 2.24, p = .003) and lesser cultural 
conflict (t(157) = -2.23, p = .03) than English-speaking Westerners. The results showed 
that participants from different cultural backgrounds and languages, such as the West and 





identity than people who came from more similar cultural background and language, such 
as the United States and Europe.  
The findings indicated that “cultural conflict showed a significant positive 
association with stress in non-TCIs, but not in the TCI sample. TCIs have shown to be 
flexible in alternating between different cultural systems” (Alteck & Marshall, 2015, p. 
14). This does not mean that non-TCIs have stronger heritage culture identification or 
weaker host culture identification. The researchers concluded that, “cultural conflict may 
not depend on identification with a specific cultural system” (p. 14). However, there is a 
significant positive association between stress and cultural conflict in non-TCIS, but not 
in the TCI sample. The researchers indicated that the data might fluctuate in different 
cultural systems. Because the difference between TCIs and non-TCIs is the age of leaving 
home as well as approaching a new culture, Altweck and Marshall (2015) showed the 
possible connection between human development and cultural adjustment/readjustment. 
The research conducted a hierarchical regression analysis with cultural conflict and 
cultural identification (heritage, host, and third) as the key variable, and applied t-tests to 
show the association in-between. The result showed a positive relationship between a 
strong heritage cultural identification, and integration of heritage and host culture 
identities with better readjustment (t(240) = -3.02, p < .001).  
In the current literature, researchers have noted that no matter the origin of the 
heritage culture is, returnees must face a certain level of difficulty to adjust their 
emotions and behaviors once back home (Abu-Rabia-Queder & Weiner-Levy, 2008; Gu 
& Schweisfurth, 2015; Gu et al., 2010; Smith et al., 2014; Zhu & Gao, 2016). The 





diaspora consciousness: “awareness of here and there” (Gu & Schweisfurth, 2015, p. 
589). There is a possibility for returnees to develop an alternative way to connect here 
and there instead of being torn by the differences. The researchers indicated the 
possibility of developing a connection between ‘here and there’ where the participants 
were willing to share and express their struggles to others (Gu & Schweisfurth, 2015; Gu 
et al., 2010; Smith et al., 2014; Zhu & Gao, 2016)  
Professional Identity After Studying Abroad and Returning Home 
 The terms of studying abroad and returning home have been explained through 
multiple meanings: a processing of life transition, a transition of self-identity, an 
achievement of higher education, and an adjustment as well as re-adjustment between the 
host and heritage cultures (Abu-Rabia-Queder & Weiner-Levy, 2008; Gu & 
Schweisfurth, 2015; Gu et al., 2010; Smith et al., 2014; Zhu & Gao, 2016). For 
individuals who are willing to spend the extra time and money to study abroad and return 
home, this cross-cultural experience invites them to explore a self-awareness of different 
cultures and their chosen career, as well as the process to build the knowledge and skills 
of their chosen profession (Potash, 2005; Potash et al., 2017). In the following section, 
the discussion is focused on the influence and relative connection between the 
development of professional identity and the experience of studying abroad and returning 
home.  
 First, studying abroad is considered to be an educational achievement for an 
individual. They spend a lot of money and time to study in a foreign country. Individuals 
who studied abroad often showed a strong motivation and interest to prove their skills 





Schweisfurth, 2015; Smith et al., 2014; Zhu & Gao, 2016). Holland et al.,(1980) explored 
that a positive professional identity means individual who develop a clear and stable 
version of their goals, interests, and talents. Those characteristics also relate to an 
individuals’ confidence in making good decisions. The study emphasized the connection 
between professional identity and the education, life experience, and age (Holland et al., 
1980). The participants (N = 1320), including high school students, college student, full-
time workers, and graduate students and faculty, completed the My Vocational Situation 
scale, which was analyzed according to level of education, occupational status, and type 
of vocational interest or work. The data showed that the group of graduate 
students/faculty had the highest score of Vocational Identity and Occupational 
Information, and the second highest score group was full-time workers. Participants who 
had experiences of education and working developed a positive attitude of self-
confidence of their working status, vocational interests, and their ability to make 
decisions in careers.  
For students who have not developed their professional identity through the 
workplace, schools provide an environment to help them establish the foundation of 
professional identity through academic training and practice under supervision. Schools 
create a learning environment for individuals to gain their professional knowledge 
through the program; meanwhile, a good educational program is designed for students to 
complete their degree and continue their profession as their future career. In Smitina’s 
(2010) study, the satisfaction with one’s education has a relative connection with a 
student’s vocational identity and motivation in their career. The study conducted 120 





University of Applied Sciences in Latvia. The quantitative study data were analyzed by 
three instruments, including (1) My Vocational Situation scale, (2) “questionnaire on 
satisfaction with studies and students’ future plans evaluate student’s satisfaction with 
different aspects in their study process” (p. 1143), and (3) “questionnaire on Motivation 
for Study Program Choice was based on previously made questionnaires of study 
motivation choice” (p. 1143). The results showed a statistically significant correlation (N 
= 119; p<.01) obtained between the Vocation Identity scale and satisfaction with the 
study process in university and chosen study program. Participants who chose their 
study/program based on their interest in the particular area showed a strong occupational 
self-confidence and motivation to expend their professional knowledge in this area, and it 
consequently improved their level of professional identity. Furthermore, the students who 
presented a lower Vocational Identity had a tendency to think about dropping out of their 
studies/programs or had already made the decision to abandon their choosing 
studies/programs. The study indicated that the students who did not choose their 
studies/programs based on their interest more frequently did not feel professional 
belonging to the professional they had chosen, and the unbelonging feeling caused the 
studying to become more complicated and difficult. This study stated the important 
finding that an individuals’ personal interest has a strong influence on their satisfaction 
with their education and the motivation of improving their professional identity.  
Pratt et al. (2006) conducted a 6-year qualitative study of medical residents to 
inform the development of a theory about professional identity construction. The 
participants, who were recruited through a graduate medical education center, were all 





four semi-structured interviews. The first three were conducted during their first year of 
study, and the last one was at the end of residency. The study presented a hypothesis that 
professional identity formation and change would be the most pronounced during 
residency, when the residents were able to practice and discover their true interests in the 
different departments. The qualitative data were analyzed in three major steps: (1) 
“creating provisional categories and first-order codes” (p. 240); (2) “integrating first-
order codes and recreating theoretical categories” (p. 240); and (3) “delimiting theory by 
aggregating theoretical dimensions” (p. 240). In the study, the researchers established an 
“interplay of work and identity learning cycles in professional identity customization” (p. 
253) to clarify the relationship and connection between individual needs, work 
experience, work expectation, work identity, self-identity and social validation. For 
students, the clinical experience in school usually came from internships or practice 
under supervision. The young professionals could feel confused about their professional 
identities due to the examination system. The study provided an argument for the need to 
examine how work and identity reinforce each other, rather than focusing solely on 
knowledge and skill sets in clinical work. Students were trained to establish their own 
link between work identity and professional identity by themselves, based on individual 
needs. Also, a majority of study participants reported that they felt challenged to establish 
a balanced relationship between their obligations and being among professionals, 
especially when their idea of who they are as professionals did not match the work they 
did. Finally, the researchers suggested that individuals might need to receive a formal 
diploma or certification from their organization as a major form of validation in order to 





In addition, to establish professional identity through education, professional 
identity is also emphasized as a development by an individual awareness of society and 
public opinion. For individuals who studied abroad and returned home, they might 
experience the different identities of their professions between their host country and 
their heritage country. Professional identity is a composition of socialization; individuals 
continue developing their professional identity through the interaction between 
themselves, others, communities, and societies (Adam et al., 2006; Mitchener & Field, 
1998).  
Adam et al. (2006) explored the connection between professional socialization 
and professional identity. The study focused on investigating the factors that influence 
professional identity within a first-year cohort of Health and Social Care (H&SC) 
students (N = 1,254) across two universities in the South of England. The data were 
collected through questionnaires administered to the full cohort of around 1430 first-year 
(pre-registration) H&SC students. Only the students who had provided written consent 
were included in the study. Participants recruited from eight professions, including 
medic, nurse/midwife, occupational therapist, pharmacist, physiotherapist, podiatrist, 
radiographer, and audiologist. The researchers discovered that an intriguing factor of 
professional identity is the significant influence of professional socialization. Professional 
socialization might develop students’ professional identity even before professional 
training has begun. If the society does not have a clear definition and understanding of 
the career, professional socialization may become a negative influence, which limits 





identity was not only negotiated between school and working environments, but also 
between society, community, and the individual.  
While a society is learning about a new profession, individuals might face the 
challenge of finding belonging in that society (Abu-Rabia-Queder & Weiner-Levy, 2008; 
Kao & Chen, 2017; Sieger, 2019; Zhu & Gao, 2016). Kao and Chen (2017) used Taiwan 
as a sample to explore the influence of socialization with professional identity. The study 
aimed to explore how educare givers, a new teaching position, in Taiwan in 2012, 
construct their professional identity during the socialization at public schools. The study 
recruited 20 educare givers (nmale = 4, nfemale = 16) who began working at public 
preschool in 2012 or 2013, and collected data through face-to-face in-depth interviews. 
Researchers used ATLAS.ti to process the data for coding and analysis. The results 
showed that participants have encountered numerous challenges to develop their 
professional identity at work, and feelings of not belonging and exclusion by other 
stakeholders are crucial influences on their performance at work and the willingness to 
stay. Another interesting finding of the study is regarding the influence of job title on 
professional identity, especially for a new job position, in Taiwan. Based on the Early 
Children Education and Care Act in Taiwan, all preschools affiliated with public schools 
are required to expand their staff by “hiring an educate giver to alleviate teachers’ 
workload in teaching, nursery care, and administration” (p. 53) since 2012. Since this 
new policy, educare givers became official preschool educators, similar to principals, 
teachers, and assistant teachers. Because the title of educare giver in Chinese only has the 
meaning of ‘teaching’ but not ‘teachers,’ parents easily treated them as assistants in the 





once parents realized that they were educare givers and not teachers, parents began to 
question their ability to educate their children. The study stated that an unfamiliar job title 
may cause misunderstanding and confusion for the public. The study indicated that the 
level of socialization of professional identity could reflect on recruitment process, title, 
the attitude of stakeholders, and job assignment.  
 Sieger (2019) explored the belonging process for individuals to develop their 
professional identity with the circumstance of having different educational training and 
working experience with others in the same environment. The study recruited four 
graduate students who choose to join the music teaching profession after having a 
undergraduate degree in another music field, including performance, jazz studies, and 
liberal arts studies. The qualitative data were collected through two personal interviews 
with semi-structured interview questions. The study found that different educational 
backgrounds and working experiences yield different views for participants to describe 
their socialization experiences of the major they chose to study in college. Participants 
might feel as outsiders compared with others with the same educational backgrounds; 
however, the feeling of being an outsider can dismiss quickly once participants received 
the respect of their graduated peers. In the study, the researcher defined socialization” as 
“the process of becoming” (p. 57) and individuals always can re-view, re-organized, and 
re-serve their professional identity during the continuing process of socialization 
experiences. Professional identity is not only a description of a state of mind, but also a 
formation that includes individuals’ cultural, political, and historical experiences and 





returning home is an emotional journal of identity change and transition (Gu, 2015; Gu & 
Schweisfurth, 2015).  
Davey (2013) stated professional identity involves multiple emotions and can be 
thought of “both personal and social in origin and expression” (p. 31). The author 
addressed that every change and life transition provides individuals an opportunity for re-
negotiation over their decision for that occupation. The author divided five dimensions to 
frame professional identity, including (1) the becoming process: the motivation, 
intentions, and aspiration to professions, (2) the doing process: the experiences in the 
daily life to the professions, (3) the knowing process: the knowledge and skills that 
individual feel and need to the professions, (4) the being process: the self-image and 
experience to the professions, and (5) the belonging process: how do the individuals see 
themselves fitting into the wider professional culture of which they are a part. Davey 
(2013) emphasized the importance for individuals to recognize that every decision and 
transition of career/profession is related to their self-image, self-awareness, and self-
justification. For individuals who experienced a significant life transition and change, it is 
necessary for them to recognize those influences on their professional identity.  
Professional identity is a complex and continuing process, as it includes 
individual personal experience and knowledge of professions, the relationship between 
individual with others and professions, and the adjustment and acceptance between 
professions, society, and cultures (Campbell et al., 2017; Davey, 2013; Kao & Chen, 
2015). Lately, there is a trend in the literature to discuss the influence of studying abroad 
and returning home and the development of professional identity (Park et al., 2018; 





experience of studying abroad and returning home can be emotional and personal, and 
sometimes it is hard for an individual to recall memories and express themselves (Abu-
Rabia-Queder & Weiner-Levy, 2008;Pritchard, 2011; Zhu & Gao, 2016). However, it is 
important and necessary for individuals who studied abroad and retuned home to 
recognize the influence of the life transition on the development of their professional 
identity. As Davey (2103) indicated in his book, the more individuals make sense of their 
life transition, the better awareness they have to distinguish and define their professional 
identity.  
The Professional Identity of Creative Arts Therapies (CAT) 
Before discussing the development of professional identity in creative arts 
therapies, it is important to briefly introduce the term creative arts therapies as used in 
the context of this research.  
Creative Arts Therapies (CAT)  
 The creative arts therapies include multiple modalities such as art therapy, 
dance/movement therapy, drama therapy, expressive arts therapy, music therapy, play 
therapy, poetry therapy, and sand play therapy. Each modality focuses on the ability and 
capacity of sensory-based expression, aesthetics, creativity and imagination (Estrella, 
2005; Malchiodi, 2005; McNiff, 2004). Creative arts therapists are defined as healthcare 
professionals who utilize the creative and expressive process of art making to improve 
the emotional, social, physical, and mental wellbeing of individuals and communities of 
all ages (Orkibi, 2010; 2011). To integrate professional identity with creative arts 





principles, and artistic foundation of creative arts therapies, so that the unique artistic 
character of CAT will be addressed.  
In the West, the idea of using the arts as an adjunct to medical treatment emerged 
in the late 1800s and early 1900s alongside psychiatry (Malchiodi, 2005). In the past two 
centuries, the benefits of art making in mental health are steadily supported by strong 
evidence, so much so that the professional associations for practitioners of art, music, 
dance/movement, drama and other creative art therapies were established (Estrella, 2005; 
Malchiodi, 2005; McNiff, 1981). However, the use of art making as treatment in mental 
health is still relatively new in the East, especially in Asia. In many Asian countries, 
people view the creative arts therapies as Western knowledge.  
Numerous authors (Chua, 2012; Kalmanowitz et al.,2012; Levine, 2015; McNiff, 
2015) have observed that even though the Chinese cultures, such as Daoism, 
Confucianism, and Buddhism, have always addressed the healing potential of making art, 
the Asian population seems to have difficulty in relating art-making with mental health. 
In the modern Asian world, art making has become a qualifying skill, or an extra item on 
the academic resume (Chua, 2012; Kalmanowitz et al., 2012). Because the society has 
not yet seen CAT as part of the original culture, creative arts therapists in Asia may have 
difficulty finding a welcoming and supportive environment in which to establish and 
define their professional identity (Alfonso & Byers, 2012; Essame, 2012; Ho et al., 2018; 
Jung, 2012; Kim, 2012; Lee., K, 2014; Lee., Y, 2007; Pluckpankhajee, 2012; Rappaport 
et al., 2012; Tan, 2012).  





CAT have focused on the healing power of arts as not only a strategy for people 
to express their emotions and feelings through imagery (Gamin, 1999) but also a “setting-
into-work of truth” (Levine, 2005, p. 26). Gamin (1999) addressed that “imagery is the 
body-mind’s inner language. Art is the voice or expression of that language” (p. 21). To 
use the inner language in treatments, creative arts therapists are taught to explore the 
moment of attunement between clients and therapists through the process of artistic 
creativity (Kossak, 2015). Both older and current studies note that the common 
challenges of creative arts therapists’ professional identity has a strong relationship with 
their professional role and career prospects in the mental health system (Johnson, 1999; 
Johnson, 2009; Orkibi, 2010, 2011, 2019). Johnson (1999) indicated that in order to gain 
the respect and understanding of society, the mental health system, and other service 
providers, creative arts therapists need to have a clear identification of their unique 
contributions. For example, the benefit of utilizing CAT to treat different populations and 
their varying diagnoses as opposed to mental health counselors and other related 
professions. It is important for creative arts therapists to create a number of equally 
legitimate professional roles, including clinician, teacher, researcher, inspirationalist, 
theoretician, fund-raiser, and administrator, giving them more options for their 
professional identity (Johnson,1999).  
Furthermore, Johnson (1999) announced several unique contributions of CAT during 
the process of utilizing the arts with clients in treatment. First, creative arts therapists can 
communicate with the cognitively impaired and nonverbal patients more effectively 
through the nonverbal process of engaging with the arts. Second, creative arts therapists 





quickly through arts making. Third, the arts and experiential techniques are thought to 
impact treatment more readily than verbal techniques alone, which means that “the arts 
media encourage access to affect more readily than verbal techniques” (Johnson, 1999, p. 
15). Even though CAT have been more vulnerable to criticism, Johnson (1999) 
encouraged creative arts therapists to develop their professional identity through not only 
exploring different therapeutic and artistic knowledge and skills with a variety of 
patients, but also knowing how to organize a meaningful relationship between these 
techniques.  
Because there is no single consensual definition of creative arts therapies, students 
and therapists often wonder about the progress or stage of their professional identity. 
Common questions include:  
• Do creative art therapists regard themselves as artists, first?  
• Or, shall creative arts therapists consider themselves as psychotherapists who use 
the arts as an adjunctive activity in their work?  
• Which modality is the best fit for clients in any given moment?  
• How can therapists make good enough use of time and resources?  
• How does one decide when the process is complete? (Estrella, 2005; Hinz, 2009)  
Besides the question of how to utilize various art materials, creative arts therapists face 
the challenge of integrating the two areas of knowledge (arts and psychotherapy) as well 
as understanding the professional role of creative arts therapists in the mental health field 
(Estrella, 2005; Hinz, 2009; Orikibi, 2010, 2011). These questions bring up potential fear 
and anxiety of the unknown, and therapists may feel lost when searching for answers 





2011). It is crucial for creative arts therapist to face the challenge how to define their 
professional identity, and understand the influence of PI to their future career and 
professional development.  
In 2010, Orkibi conducted a pilot study to discuss the relationship between CAT 
students’ professional identity and career commitment. The mixed method study 
recruited 68 first-year CAT graduate students in Israel (95.6% female; 4.4% male). The 
sample included four sub-groups, which were 44% art therapists (AT), 22.1% practicing 
creative arts therapists (PCAT) from varied modalities, 19.1% drama therapists (DT), and 
14.7% dance movement therapists (DMT). The researcher used two standardized 
measurements: My Vocational Situation (MVS) and Career Commitment Measurement 
(CCM) to collect data and used ANOVA, mean, and standard deviation to perform the 
descriptive statistical analyses. The results showed that a high percentage (85.3%) of the 
sample reported creative arts therapies as their first career choice, and the next largest 
group (2.9%) indicated psychology as their first career choice. Although the sample had 
motivation and passion for becoming creative arts therapists, the study found that most 
students had concerns about their future employment opportunities and financial 
situations. With the occupational information scale, 73.5% of all students reported the 
need for “more information about employment opportunities” (p. 230) and 61.2% 
students had concerns of “how to find a job in my chosen career” (p. 230). Moreover, on 
the barriers scale, 22.1% of all students perceived “the lack of money to follow the career 
I want” (p. 230) as a concern of career decision making, and 7.45% of them had 





The study applied Pearson’s r to assess the relationship between students’ score 
on the Vocational Identity Scale (VIS) and their scores on the career commitment 
measurement (Orkibi, 2010). The results showed a moderate-positive correlation between 
the two variables, rp = .61, N = 68, p < .01, and suggested that an increase in students’ 
vocational identity scores was associated with an increase in students’ career 
commitment scores. The pilot study presented groundwork for research on the 
professional identity of CAT graduate students. The results represented a positive 
correlation between students’ professional identity and their level of commitment to CAT 
as a future career. The researcher noticed that the biggest source of anxiety and stress in 
creative arts therapies students often came from self-evaluation and self-judgment. As the 
study included only first-year students, the results may be influenced by their lack of 
knowledge and training in creative arts therapies. Even though the study may not directly 
represent the Asian population, it did offer a novel investigation of PI within CAT. 
However, one limitation of the study is that all participants were first-year graduate 
students in Israel. In that case, a question of the importance of age and academic year of 
students appeared in the research. In addition, the study also discussed the absence of a 
post-baseline measure, which could be a central limitation as it does not offer a 
distinction between the professional development and subsequent professional identity of 
creative arts therapists.  
In the following year, Orkibi (2011) extended the research from the previous pilot 
study to understanding creative arts therapists’ professional identity using a mixed 
methods longitudinal design. In this two-year-long study, 51 creative arts therapies 





drama therapy, and 19.6% were studying dance/movement therapy. Participation began 
during the students’ first semester of graduate school and ended in their final semester. In 
the mixed methods design, the quantitative data collected through an Internet survey 
comprised of three self-administered questionnaires, of which two were intact 
standardized measures, including My Vocational Situation and Career Commitment 
Measurement, and one was a 25 items demographic and background questionnaire. 
Meanwhile, the qualitative data were collected through three detail-description 
questionnaires, based on the Stage of Therapists/Counselor Development Participants’ 
Feedback From. 
The quantitative data results showed a statistically significant difference between 
the first year and the second year (Orkibi, 2011). The largest difference was a 53% 
decrease in the students’ need for “finding the necessary training in their chosen career” 
(p. 63; Z = -5.51. p < .001). The next largest difference was “a 24% decrease regarding 
students’ need for more information about opportunities” (p. 63; Z = -2.71, p < .01). One 
interesting discovery was that although the second-year students reported a low 
percentage in worrying about “the ability to finish the necessary education or training” (p. 
65) as well as “with the respect of an influential person in my life does not approve of my 
vocational choice” (p. 65), students had a slight increase (2.5%) in financial concerns for 
the future. The results indicated that students had less worry about environmental and 
personal barriers to career decision-making from the first to the final semester of training. 
However, the students still struggled with financial barriers to pursuing the career as their 
first choice. The study discussed the correlation between students’ professional identity 





semester, students presented a positive and significant correlation between their 
professional identity and career commitment. In the final semester of training, the 
relationship between students’ professional identity and career commitment was positive 
but non-significant.  
In the qualitative data analysis, the researcher (Orkibi, 2011) used the format of 
eight phase dimensions from the model’s earlier version. Each phase questionnaire was 
comprised of two parts. In the first part, each of the developmental stages included eight 
paragraphs describing the content of its dimensions and used the 5-point scale for rating 
the accuracy of dimensions’ description. The second part of each phase questionnaire 
aimed at generating themes from student narrative responses to two arts-related open-
ended questions. The results showed that students gained the ability to utilize art as an 
assessment tool, as well as using it to professionally engage themselves and clients alike, 
within the eight phases of the school training. 
Orkibi’s (2011) second study was able to fix the design flaws that were present in 
the pilot. However, the study still had a number of limitations. First, the sample size 
lacked diversity due to the limited options in Israel. Second, all the participants were 
training within the same school program. As such, the results may not be representative 
of the experiences of graduate students from other programs. However, the study had rich 
data collection to achieve the purpose of developing longitudinal research on the research 
topic. Although the study is culturally bound to Israeli students, it also provided some 
answers to the struggles of creative arts therapy students’ professional identity and 





 In Orkibi’s (2010, 2011) studies, he discovered that creative arts therapies 
students not only need a systematic academic training environment to establish their 
professional identity, but also need support with career concerns, financial barriers, and 
the possibility of the lack of interpersonal confidence. The development of professional 
identity in CAT should not only focus on the integration between professional knowledge 
and clinical practice, but also on internal growth, including life experience and self-
witnessing (Limberg et al., 2013; Moon, 2003; Orkibi, 2010, 2011).  
 Because of the unique knowledge and skills of utilizing arts in healing, creative 
arts therapists over time may develop multiple professional identity, such as artists, 
counselors, and creative arts therapists (Johnson, 1999). To define and develop 
professional identity, creative arts therapists will need to explore not only their 
professional knowledge and skills in CAT, but also their experience and relationship with 
the arts materials (Allen, 1995; Johnson, 1999).  
Malis (2014) discussed the impact of personal art making on the professional 
identity of art therapists. The study was conducted with six female professional art 
therapists and the qualitative data were collected through interviews with open-ended 
questions. The study was designed to explore the connection between their personal and 
professional art-making experiences, and the effects of the experience of art-making to 
their perspective or orientation as art therapists. The result showed that five themes of the 
benefits of art-making, including (1) confidence, (2) connection, (3) self-care, (4) self-
awareness, and (5) confirmation of art making (p. 150). The study showed that art-
making helped participants to establish a link between aesthetic sensibility, the meaning 





The study indicated the importance of art making to the development of 
professional identity in art therapy (Malis, 2014). Art-making not only provides art 
therapists a link to connect to their artist identity, counselor identity, and art therapy 
identity, but also allows them to express and explore their voice and value of who they 
are and their relationship between themselves and the professions. The study had a 
number of limitations, such as the lack diversity of the sample, and the researcher and 
participant shared similar experiences of using art as part of CAT professional training. 
The study still had rich data collection to approach the purpose of investigating the 
impact of art making to the professional identity in art therapy. The study suggested that 
it is important for art therapists to realize “the impact of practice on identity-formation 
and the relationship that exists between aesthetic sensibilities and relational care” (p. 
172), and the practice of art-making is the key for art therapists to support themselves to 
develop the professional identity in CAT.  
CAT have focused on the healing power of arts as a strategy for people to express 
their emotions through imagery (Gamin, 1999). Creative arts therapists utilize art as the 
voice or expression to help clients present their inner world (self-self) and outside world 
(self-others). Creative arts therapists are taught to explore the moment of attunement 
between clients and therapists through the process of artistic creativity (Brody, 2001; 
Gamin, 1999; Kossak, 2015). Multiple creative arts therapists announced that the 
professional identity of CAT should not only focus on the integration between 
professional knowledge and clinical practice, but also on internal growth, including life 
experience and self-witnessing (Limberg et al., 2013; Malis, 2014; Moon, 2003; Orkibi, 





Furthermore, there is a connection between working conditions and professional 
identity for creative arts therapists (Jue & Ha, 2017; Orkibi, 2010; Orkibi, 2011; Orkibi, 
2019). Jue and Ha (2010) explored that for creative arts therapies’ students who had not 
yet graduated from school, their biggest concern was how to find a qualifying job in their 
chosen career. The majority of the participants (N = 203) in an art therapy program either 
felt that they needed to receive extra information about employment opportunities (95%), 
or they felt unsure if school provided them the necessary training for their chosen career 
(95%). Based on the result, this study showed that art therapy graduate students (n = 112) 
have less life satisfaction and individual satisfaction than counseling psychology graduate 
students (n = 91). Orkibi (2019) addressed that some creative arts therapists see 
themselves as members of a marginalized profession compared to other mental health 
professions, such as psychologists and social workers. The study (N = 288) showed that 
creative arts therapists (n = 158) had low scale of self-esteem than psychologists and 
social workers (n = 130). The researcher suggested a few reasons for low professional 
collective self-esteem (CSE) for creative arts therapists. One is that creative arts 
therapists worry that people underappreciate their profession in the mental health system. 
The other is the lack of profession-specific licensure and the limited recognition of 
legitimacy by public institutions and insurance companies. It is important for individuals 
to recognize the connection between their career self-satisfaction and their professional 
identity. 
The older and current studies indicated that the common challenges of creative 
arts therapists’ professional identity have a strong relationship with their professional 





Orkibi, 2010, Orkibi, 2019). Johnson (1999) indicated that in order to gain the respect 
and understanding of society, the mental health system, and other service providers, 
creative arts therapists need to have a clear identification of their unique contributions. 
For example, what is the benefit of utilizing CAT to treat different populations and their 
varying diagnoses as opposed to mental health counselors and other related professions? 
Johnson (1999) also pointed out the importance for creative arts therapists to create a 
number of equally legitimate professional roles, including clinician, teacher, researcher, 
inspirationalist, theoretician, fund-raiser, and administrator, giving them more options for 
their professional identity.  
Creative Arts Therapies in Asia 
The Educational Development of CAT in Asia  
The idea of using arts as an adjunct to medical treatment emerged in the late 
1800s and early 1900s alongside psychiatry in Western cultures (Malchiodi, 2005). In the 
past century, the development of professions in creative arts therapies has grown 
radically across the world, not only in Western culture but also in Eastern culture. 
Educational programs have also expanded to multiple locations in the United States, 
United Kingdom, Canada, Australia, New Zealand, Europe, Middle East, and Asia. In 
Asia, China, Hong Kong, Japan, Koran, Singapore, Thailand, and Taiwan have 
established master’s or doctoral programs in at least one of the creative arts therapies, 
such as art therapy, dance/movement therapy, drama therapy, expressive arts therapy, and 
music therapy.  
In 2015, Hong Kong became the first Asian country to host the national 





from 25 different countries, including Western and Eastern countries (IEATA). During 
the conference, there were a great number of presentations that were discussing the 
application of CAT in Asia (http://www/ieata.org).  
The Practice Development of CAT in Asia 
Currently in Asia there is a growing trend for mental health providers to utilize 
arts in their clinical work (Chan & Ma, 2007; Enns & Kasai, 2003; Ho et al., 2012; Ho et 
al., 2017; Lai & Tsai, 2014). These studies present how Asian creative arts therapists 
apply their arts modalities in treatment in their local communities. Researchers 
discovered that it is important for creative arts therapists to encourage local residents to 
explore the connections and relationships with the art of their home culture (Alfonso & 
Byers, 2012; Essame, 2012; Ho et al., 2018; Jung, 2012; Kim, 2012; Pluckpankhajee, 
2012; Rappaport et al., 2012; Tan, 2012). In addition, it helps local residents to feel more 
comfortable to use arts as a tool to explore their mental and emotional issues.  
In order to encourage an Asian population to understand and accept the benefits 
of CAT, many Asian creative arts therapists attempt to combine their traditional cultures 
and philosophies with the knowledge and skills of CAT in treatments (Essame, 2012; 
Jung, 2012; Potash & Kalmenowitz, 2012; Kim, 2012; Shu, 2012; So, 2017). Essame 
(2012) pointed out that many art therapy theories and practices have grown from the 
individualist Western societies; therefore, art therapy naturally embraces many belief 
systems, therapists’ characters, and practice principles from these societies. Essame 
(2012) addressed that it is important for the art therapists who work in Asia to realize the 
different values between individualist and collective cultures in Western and Eastern 





art therapy in Asia. Instead of installing or forcing the Western theories and practice of 
art therapy in Asia, the author emphasized the non-verbal creative process as a safe, 
gentle, and respectful bridge between the Western and Eastern models. In order to clarify 
the diversity and individual cultures of Asian countries, Essame (2012) classified the 
Asian countries into three categories: (1) a new emerging power with “the Asian tigers 
such as Singapore, Taiwan, and South Korea, where the first Asian-based art therapy 
courses have been developed” (p. 91), (2) the ten countries of the Association of 
Southeast Asian Nation (ASEAN) “where the word is used to focus more on the 
Confucian societies of South-east Asia, not including India, Sri Lanka and Pakistan, 
which do not share the Confucian background” (p. 91), (3) China and Japan, the countries 
which “are large enough of be considered more valuably in separate terms (p. 91). 
Essame (2012) pointed out Asia is not just one big unit besides the Western countries; 
each Asian country has their unique history and cultural background. It is important for 
art therapists who work in Asian countries to respect their family systems and social 
structures, so that they can create a new way to combine the Western theories and 
practice into Asian society and communities. 
The coming section will focus on the creative arts therapists’ clinical research and 
practice in the Asian countries, which has been influenced by Chinese culture and the old 
Chinese philosophies, including Taoism and Confucianism. Lately, creative arts 
therapists from western and eastern countries have explored how Chinese philosophy, 
such as that of Wu-Wei (無為) and Chi (氣), have been considered as an expressive way 
of thinking about the role of the arts in society (Essame, 2012; Kim, 2012; Levine, 2015; 





traditional Chinese philosophies, such as Taoist and Confucian, as the energetic 
foundation of creative transformation. Chi is the energy existing not only in individual’s 
bodies but also between individuals and their society. McNiff (2015) pointed out that 
spontaneous and authentic expression in Chinese culture reminds individuals to explore 
their unique and natural creative power in daily life. Levine (2015) discussed the idea of 
Wu-Wei (non-action) could be beneficial for both therapists and clients if they would let 
go of personal knowing, and let the process of art-making lead them. The view of Wu-
Wei encourages creative arts therapists to think of the benefits of leading by not doing. 
Chinese philosophies address how individuals are capable of increasing their mental 
abilities by creating a connection between body and mind. Both McNiff (2015) and 
Levine (2015) discussed that traditional Chinese cultures and the creative arts therapies 
have shared the similar idea that there is an inherent power of the creative arts, which 
manifests through authentic and natural expression.  
Potash and Kalmanowitz (2012) used the program, “Using Art as Media for 
Healing: A Training Project for Sichuan School Teacher” (p. 197), which was organized 
by multiple national mental health associations and academic centers, including the 
Centre on Behavioral Health at the University of Hong Kong, Beijing Tsing Hua 
University, and the Institute of Psychology, and China Academy of Science, to discuss 
using CATs in China and how creative arts therapists utilize both Western and 
transitional Chinese assumptions on media and materials in their practice. Potash and 
Kalmanowitz noticed that one of the main differences of the assumption of art between 
Western culture and Chinese culture is the meaning of art making for individuals. In 





individual need of emotional expression. Chinese people may pay more attention to 
family, community, and society’s expectation about how to play their roles, and avoid 
becoming a different voice in the group. Also, Potash and Kalmanowitz explored that 
most of the participants’ art works do not relate to personal emotional expression. 
Instead, the art works were “specific images- such as landscapes, day-to-day life, and 
celebration- depicted over and over again, in addition to intricate designs and patterns” 
(p. 207). The observation yielded a question on how art therapists can encourage 
participants to explore the meaning behind the image. It is vital for art therapists to 
realize that each culture may have a very different way of expressing their personal 
emotions through images, and sometimes art therapists need to put their assumptions of 
art making behind and concentrate on finding the emotional connection between 
participants and their art making.  
Ho et al. (2012) applied an expressive art-based and strength-focused experiential 
training program for teachers who were affected by the Sichuan earthquake in 2008, 
using the same program “Using Art as Media for Healing: A Training Project for Sichuan 
school teacher” (Potash & Kalmanowitz, 2012, p.197). This expressive art-based project 
recruited 57 elementary and high school teachers across the earthquake area (age range 
21- 72 years-old), and provided multiple expressive arts-based activities for participants 
to not only experience art-making as a well-established tool to express feeling and 
emotions, but also to provide a training for teachers to know how to utilize art making in 
their future classroom. The study data were analyzed through multiple measurements, 
including the Chinese version of the General Self-Efficacy Scale, The Ohio State Teacher 





Likert scale, and the study showed that teachers’ general self- efficacy and teaching 
efficacy were significantly improved (t = 2.54, p = .01; t = 4.08, p = .00). The results 
showed that participants had significant growth not only on “a positive attitude of self-
confidence, opening up new perspectives, and enhancing the general ability to cope with 
problems” (p. 71) of their self-efficacy, but also on the teaching-efficacy, “including 
student engagement, instruction strategies and classroom management” (p. 71). The study 
presents a successful design to use expressive art-based training for Chinese teachers to 
explore the new teaching idea and style of using art-making to express emotions and 
feelings for students who had experienced a serious natural disaster.  
Research leader, Dr. Rainbow Ho, continued the study of using expressive art as a 
healing tool for the survivors of the earthquake in Sichuan, China. In 2009, the 
researchers designed a strength-based arts and play support program for the young 
survivors of the Sichuan earthquake (Ho et al.,2017). The study recruited 112 grade 4 
students into the experimental group (n = 60) and control group (n = 52). The study 
applied the Chinese-validated version of the General Self-Efficacy Scale, the translated 
simplified Chinese version of the Classmate Support Scale, and the Chinese-validated 
version of the Generalized Anxiety Subscale in the Spence Children’s Anxiety Scale to 
measure and assess the participants’ levels of self-efficacy, peer support and anxiety. The 
results showed that the participants had improved self-efficacy and peer support, and 
lowered anxiety after the program. The study mentioned a few limitations based on the 
lack of choices of participant diversity. For example, the selection of the school was 
limited by the location, and all the schools had a similar size and worked with similar 





programs can be utilized successfully in Chinese society and cultures. Furthermore, the 
study also presented a group of perseverant Asian creative arts therapists who have found 
their way to develop art therapy in their own country and communities for years.  
The current studies show that more and more Asian creative arts therapists have 
dedicated their professional lives of using CAT in their home countries. They not only 
provide clinical work for people who have mental illness, but also try to promote the 
benefit of CAT to the academic system and the public (Chen & Ma, 2007; Ho et.al, 2012; 
Ho et al., 2017; Ho et al.,2018; Lai, 2011; Park, 2018). A great number of those Asian 
creative arts therapists have achieved their professional degree of CAT overseas. It is 
important for those Asian creative arts therapists to utilize and modify their Western 
training for their Eastern culture and society. The current literature showed that there is a 
growing tendency for Asian creative arts therapists to explore their cross-culture 
experience or re-entry experience of bringing the Western CAT training back to the 
Asian population. In the studies, the researchers attempt to find a way to bridge their 
Western professional training with their own individual home countries (Essame, 2012; 
Jung, 2012; Kalmenowitz et al., 2012; Kim, 2012; Shu, 2012; So, 2017). Many creative 
arts therapists noticed that although using art making to express and discuss one’s 
personal feelings and emotions is not a usual and easy thing for most Asian people, they 
still find art making to be a joyful and playful experience.  
However, Asian creative arts therapists still have to face the challenge of 
establishing this new idea of how art can heal in their Asian societies. Smith et al., (2014) 
emphasized the re-entry experience for the international music therapist who came from 





the United States. The study (N = 42) applied a 50 question/statement wed-based survey 
to collective the information of re-entry experience and difficulties of sojourners. The 
results showed that all the participants experienced some degree of reverse culture shock 
during their re-entry experiences. There was an interesting finding that the negative 
experience of the reverse culture shock was barely related to the experience of re-
adaptation to one’s home culture on a personal level. The study noticed the most 
significant negative correlation was between the reverse culture shock and the 
participants’ professional and re-entry satisfaction level. Although the study showed that 
those international music therapists were struggling with their re-entry to professional life 
in their home culture, the study still received a great number of positive responses from 
those APR music therapy professionals. Based on the primary author’s personal 
experiences, people from the Eastern cultures seemed generally not to express their 
negative thoughts or beliefs easily. The study suggested that future researchers might use 
different methodology, such as interviews, in order to collect more in-depth qualitative 
data with regard to the re-entry experiences for the international music therapists.  
 Ko (2015) explored the Asian Dance/movement therapists’ experiences of 
teaching DMT in East Asian countries after training in the United States. The study 
recruited six participants who represented four different East Asian countries, including 
Koran, Japan, Taiwan, and Hong Kong, and applied the semi-structured interviews to 
collect in-depth information as well as the Asian American Value Scale-
Multidimensional as the part of the measurement. All of the participants experienced the 
integration of both Eastern and Western parts in their self-identity, and the study 





study explored multiple challenges for those Asian Dance/Movement therapists after 
returning home. First were their personal feelings of coming home after graduating from 
school, as there was an unknown fear and worry about their professional stages and skills. 
Second was the immature mental health system of DMT in their home country, including 
the lack of recognition of DMT as well as the lack of supportive communities and 
environments for the profession of DMT. The study showed that although there was a 
huge gap of understanding between the meaning of DMT and the willingness of 
expression of self through body between the Western and Eastern cultures, participants 
did not pay attention to the challenges in teaching approaches. On the other hand, 
participants were more focused on their successful stories as DMT educators in their 
home countries. Ko (2015) explored an unexpected finding of the research, which was 
that there are many personal challenges based on the unsupportive professional 
environments in home countries, and those experiences made it challenging for those 
Asian Dance/Movement therapists to stay positive throughout their re-entry experiences. 
The study presents an interesting perspective for future study, which is the value and 
importance for international creative arts therapists to have a supportive environment 
when they return home, and how to take care themselves during the re-entry challenges.  
 The positive growing tendency of research of CAT in Asia presents that CAT has 
become more and more acceptable and popular in Eastern cultures. Now it is time for 
Asian creative arts therapists to establish and clarify their professional roles not only in 
the mental health system but also in their cultures and societies. Therefore, it is also 





creative arts therapists who devote their professional lives to developing this new 
professional field and the idea of using art for mental health in the Eastern cultures.  
Creative Arts Therapies in Taiwan 
Currently, Taiwan has three formal organizations of CAT, including the Taiwan 
Art Therapy Association (TATA), Music Therapy Association of Taiwan (MTAT), and 
Taiwan Dance Therapy Association (TDTA). Based on the histories of the three 
associations, Taiwan has been dedicated to the professional development of CAT since 
the late 1990s (Chiu & Tseng, 2009; Lee, T., 2014; Lee, Y., 2007). For academic 
development, TATA has their own research journal that includes a variety of art therapy 
studies. TDTA has created a 19-credit dance therapy certificate program that includes 
dance therapy courses, psychology courses, and a 200-hour internship. This program had 
the first graduation in 2008 (https://www.tdta.org/). In the educational system, the 
University of Taipei in Taiwan established a master’s degree in art therapies in 2005, 
which was one of the few master’s degrees in creative arts therapies in Asia at the time. 
In 2014, the program was reorganized under the visual arts department and renamed as a 
master’s degree in visual art with a specialization in art therapy (University of Taipei 
Department of Visual Art, n.d.). In 2014, Fu Jen Catholic University started an in-service 
music therapy master’s program in the music department (Fu Jen Catholic University 
Music Department, n.d.). However, due to the limited academic resources for training 
creative arts therapists, individuals who are interested in CAT are more likely to achieve 
their higher education overseas.  





Although there is no exact number of how many Taiwanese creative arts 
therapists have studied abroad and returned home, the TATA, MTAT, and TDTA have 
records to show that there is a steady growing number of registration in professional 
members per year. According to the National Digital Library of Theses and Dissertations 
in Taiwan (NDLTD in Taiwan, 2010), there is a positive growing number of research 
studies that have been focused on using CAT as treatment for mental illness, physical 
illness, and local communities in the past decade.  
Chiu and Tseng (2009) discussed the development of art therapy in Taiwan in the 
new millennium. The researchers addressed the history and growth of TATA since 2004, 
and how Taiwanese art therapists apply art therapy as professionals in the mental health 
system. The study noted that art therapy is utilized in the treatment of trauma and 
children who have special needs. After the 1999 Jiji earthquake, many Taiwanese lost 
their families and homes in one night. It was the first time that people recognized that 
CAT has the unique qualities of providing non-verbal treatment through art-making, 
which is different than other mental health professionals. Meanwhile, the study also noted 
that in the past 20 years of Taiwanese art therapy, many Taiwanese art therapists have 
addressed the issue of cultural adjustment, and the conversation has appeared repeatedly 
in conferences. However, there is barely any research to explore this topic. Therefore, the 
researchers were hoping there would be an increasing number of Taiwanese art therapists 
to continue the work of researching, so that the world could recognize what art therapy 
has been done in Taiwan.  
Tsung-Chin Lee (2014) explored the development of dance therapy in Taiwan. 





TDTA. The main purposes of the TDTA are: (1) developing the professional licensure of 
dance therapy in Taiwan and, (2) establishing a professional program for the locals, so 
that Taiwanese can have the option for professional training and education in dance 
therapy in Taiwan. The study defined that dance therapy is still a new profession in the 
Taiwanese mental health system. In 2014, there were a total of 23 registered dance 
therapists in Taiwan, and four of them were licensed psychologists, one was a licensed 
occupational therapist, and two were licensed mental counselors. The study noted that the 
dance therapists who have the professional licensure might have a better career 
development as professional mental health providers. However, the dance therapist who 
does not have the professional licensure might have more freedom to promote dance 
therapy in all different environment and fields. Also, Lee pointed out the issue of limited 
research on dance therapy in Taiwan. Lee discovered that most of the dance therapy 
research in Taiwan is focused on the application and knowledge of dance therapy theories 
or skills, but there is lack of attention on researching the connection and relationship 
between body, mental status, and dance therapy. As the founder of TDTA, Lee also 
discussed the challenges of the association’s development. The new generation of TDTA 
is focused on working independently in separate fields, and Lee brought up the concern 
of losing the cohesion of TDTA in the near future. As a first generation dance therapist in 
Taiwan, Lee talked about not only the development of dance therapy in Taiwan, but also 
the expectation of dance therapy in the future. Dance therapy has had great development 
over the past 10 years; now Taiwanese dance therapists should focus on the development 





Kuang-Yao,. Lee (2007) explored the history and method of music therapy in 
Taiwan. Lee divided the development of music therapy in Taiwan into four perspectives: 
(1) the development of professional music therapists, (2) the acceptance and 
understanding of music therapy, especially from the other professional helpers, (3) the 
development of research in Taiwan, and (4) the development of MTAT in Taiwan. Lee 
noted that MTAT was established in 1996 as the first formal CAT association in Taiwan. 
In the past 20 years, the MTAT have conducted workshops, lectures, conferences, and 
trainings to promote music therapy in Taiwan. However, many people in Taiwan are still 
confused about the difference between music as therapy and music in therapy. Taiwanese 
think the purpose of music therapy is just to having music in treatment, and they 
misunderstand the professional role of music therapists in the mental health field. To 
promote music therapy in Taiwanese society, Lee addressed the importance of 
communicating with other professionals, including educational providers, medical 
providers, and mental counseling providers. Meanwhile, Lee also addressed the serious 
issue in Taiwanese music therapy research, which is the lack of professional academic 
backgrounds. Many music therapy research studies in Taiwan do not have qualifying 
academic resources. For example, Lee cited a study where none of the researchers had a 
music therapy degree or background. Lee mentioned the concern about the reliability and 
validity of those studies, and he wondered about the influence of Taiwanese music 
therapy development in the future.  
The Practice Development of CAT in Taiwan 
Based on the data collected by TATA, MTAT, and TDTA, there is a growing 





returned home to work in Taiwan’s mental health system. Multiple Taiwanese creative 
arts therapists explored the practice of CAT in Taiwan, and how to adjust their Western 
training of CAT into Taiwan society or Chinese culture (Lai, 2011; Lai, 2014; Lin et al., 
2012; Huang, 2019).  
In Lin et al.’s (2012) study, the researchers emphasized the influence of art-
making for terminal cancer patients’ emotional levels. The study was conducted in the 
Hospice Palliative Care Unit in Taipei Veteran General Hospital from April 2001 to 
December 2004, and the study recruited 177 participants (nmales = 105, nfemales = 72, Mage = 
65.4 ± 15.8 years). Each participant received an average of 2.9 ± 2.0 sessions of art 
therapy and produced an average of 1.8 ± 2.6 pieces of art. During the art therapy 
sessions, the researchers interviewed the patients and their family members and recorded 
their answers. The study data were based on the interview questions and observations: (1) 
patients’ feelings and emotions during the art making, (2) their feelings towards the 
artworks, (3) family’s involvement, (4) patients’ behaviors and the process of art making, 
and (5) the influence of patients’ feeling and emotions towards the illness. All the items 
were rated using a 5-point Likert scale, and the data were analyzed by paired t test, Fisher 
exact test, Student t test, or Mann-Whitney U test by SPSS software. The results showed 
that 70% of patients felt much or very much relaxed in their emotional state during the art 
therapy. More also, 51% of patients disclosed that they felt much or very much better 
physically during the art making. The study noted that the purpose of hospice palliative 
care is to provide the best quality of life for those terminally ill patients who usually 
suffer multiple physical, psychological, social, and spiritual problems, and the researcher 





emotions and communicate with others through non-verbal artistic presentation. The 
results showed that the experience of sharing art correlated with the patients increasing 
their positive views of life as well as their feelings of physical improvement. In this 
study, the researchers noticed that the image of nature appeared in most of the patients’ 
art works. The study indicated that many Taiwanese enjoy nature, and “keeping in touch 
with nature become a way for them to achieve harmony and peaceful feelings”(p. 56). To 
adjust to Taiwanese culture, the researchers encouraged the patients to explore the 
connection between themselves and the images of nature. The study not only showed the 
therapeutic benefits of art therapy for terminally ill patients and their family members, 
but also addressed the importance of respecting the cultural differences and building the 
balance between a Western training of art therapy and the Eastern culture of healing.  
Huang (2019) explored the deconstructing and recontextualizing of art therapy 
practice in Chinese culture. The study questions focused on “how Taiwanese sojourner 
art therapists make adaptation to their clients’ cultural realities, native values, belief 
systems, and the like” (p. 51). The study recruited seven art therapists who studied abroad 
and returned home, and designed the study as qualitative case-based research. The results 
showed that the participants in this study had expressed similar feelings of anxiety and 
uncertainty because Taiwanese agencies had a mismatched expectation of their 
professionals. For example, agencies and clients in Taiwan expected that art therapists 
should possess a strong attitude of teaching or authority in the group or treatment. The 
study indicated that the participants emphasized the importance of understanding “how 
cultural conception of art and clients’ past experiences influenced art making and how the 





study addressed that it is important for the participants to have awareness of their 
professional knowledge and style from their Western-art therapy training, and how to 
build the bridge to connect their Western training with the insight, values, and traditions 
of Taiwanese culture. Hence, the study had a number of limitations. First, the sample size 
lacked diversity because of the population in Taiwan. Second, all the participants were 
female. Third, the existing relationships between the researcher and the participants 
might have influenced the data. Nevertheless, the study may be representative of a 
specific and small group of Taiwanese art therapists’ experiences. However, the study 
had a rich data collection to achieve the purpose of developing longitudinal research on 
the research topic. More also, this study is one of the few studies focused on the 
experience of Taiwanese creative arts therapists’ working situation and personal 
expression in Taiwan.  
 Although CAT is a new professional in Taiwan mental health system, there are 
more and more professional and qualifying projects or programs of CAT present in the 
medical, school, and mental health fields ( Lai, 2011; Lai & Tsai, 2014; Lin et al., 2012; 
Huang, 2019). However, multiple creative arts therapists noted there are a lot published 
CAT research studies that lack academic background and professional training (Chiu & 
Tseng, 2009; Lee, T., 2014; Lee, Y., 2007). Taiwan faces the issue of a lack of qualified 
CAT researchers, and unqualified studies may cause misinterpretation and 
misunderstanding of CAT professional development in Taiwan. The current literature 
reported that it is important and necessary for Taiwanese creative arts therapists to 
emphasize the value of researching, because research is one of the best ways to establish 






This literature review has discussed the concepts of professional identity for 
individuals who have obtained their professional degrees in Western countries and 
returned home to their Taiwanese and Asian cultures. To clarify the transition and 
changes of individuals’ thoughts and feelings towards CAT professionals, it is important 
to have an understanding of the development of their professional identities. To establish 
a positive professional identity, it is important and necessary for individuals to explore 
their motivation for studying abroad, the process of receiving a professional degree, and 
the experience of working as creative arts therapists in Taiwan. However, to date, little 
research has been found on creative arts therapists’ professional development and 
identity, or therapists’ struggles or experiences of cultural identities and transition, 
especially as related to professional identity. Also, there is a lack of research related to 
Asian creative arts therapists’ professional identity, including those living in Taiwan. 
Therefore, both Western and Eastern creative arts therapists are on the beginning paths of 
searching for and exploring the definitions of their professions in their cultures as well as 















 This study applied a phenomenological qualitative research method to collect 
detailed information of Taiwanese creative arts therapists’ reflections on their 
professional identity after studying abroad and returning home. The study was designed 
for Taiwanese creative arts therapists to have the opportunity to discuss and review their 
journeys, including the past, present, and future. The study’s main question was to 
explore the relationship between the experiences of studying abroad and returning home 
in terms of professional identity. The intent was to collect participants’ awareness and 
understanding of their growth and changes of their professional identity since returning 
home to Taiwan.  
 Prior to the study, the researcher provided a detailed outline of the research 
purpose and procedures to the office of Human Research and Institution Review Board 
(IRB) at Lesley University and received IRB approval to conduct the study. All 
participants received the informed consent in both English and Chinese.  
Research Questions 
 The research was designed to explore Taiwanese creative arts therapists’ 
experiences of studying abroad and returning home with respect to their professional 
identities. The research questions are as follows:  
1. How do creative arts therapists experience professional identity once they return 
home after studying abroad? 





3. What is their experience of the different work environment (clinics, schools, 
hospitals, etc.) in which they have been employed and how do they think these 
environments have contributed, if at all, to their professional identity?  
Research Design 
Creswell (2013) defined “a phenomenological study describes the common 
meaning for several individuals of their lived experiences of a concept or a phenomenon” 
(p. 76). A phenomenological study should be based on all participants having shared a 
similar experience, and whether this experience has caused a conscious or unconscious 
influence on their life (Creswell, 2013; Lin, 2007). This study aimed at exploring 
Taiwanese creative arts therapists’ professional identity though the experience of 
studying abroad and returning home by collecting participants’ personal stories, thoughts, 
and experiences.  
Participants 
The sample was composed of eight participants, all of whom were female aged 30 
to 45 years old, currently living in Taiwan and working as creative arts therapists in 
different facilities. The participants were recruited by snowball sampling because of the 
specificity of participants’ educational backgrounds and professional training 
experiences. In this phenomenological qualitative research, the intent was not to sample a 
population to generalize back to the population, but to explain something particular or 
specific (Creswell, 2013) that can form a hypothesis. The current literatures noted a 
potential relationship between professional identity, social acceptance, and self-
satisfaction (Adam et al., 2006; Davey, 2013; Mitchener & Field, 1998). The study 





degree or doctorate degree) overseas, as well as reliable evidence of their clinical practice 
or teaching qualifications in Taiwan. In order to collect reliable and valuable experiences 
for the purpose of the study, all the participants had at least three years of clinical or 
teaching experience as mental health providers and as creative arts therapists in Taiwan 
after completing their creative arts therapies’ education overseas. The rationale for this 
qualification was to select key informants who have sufficient post-degree experiences to 
understand how professional identity develops in work environments after training.   
Based on the specific demographical need of the study, participants were all 
Taiwanese individuals who earned their graduate degrees in CAT, including art therapy, 
dance/movement therapy, drama therapy, expressive art therapy, music therapy, in 
institutions overseas. The schools that participants attended need to be recognized 
institutions offering formal master’s or doctoral programs approved by a creative art 
therapy association, or the therapists needed to qualify to join Taiwanese creative arts 
therapy associations. For example, a participant who completed an art therapy master’s 
degree in the United States should have attended a program approved by the American 
Art Therapy Association (https://arttherapy.org/). A participant who completed a 
dance/movement therapy master’s degree in the United Kingdom would qualify to apply 
for membership to the Association for Dance/Movement Psychotherapy 
(https://admp.org.uk). Participants who completed certificate programs rather master’s 
degree program were not considered, as the extent of professional education in certificate 
programs may differ or be limited in comparison to that of master’s programs.  
All the participants were recruited through the researcher’s network of CAT 





network, social events, and word of mouth. The potential participants received a brief 
description of the study and the qualifications needed in participants. Individuals who 
were interested in volunteering for the study contacted the researcher through email or 
phone. After the potential participants contacted the researcher, they were given a brief 
introduction and explanation of the study from the researcher by email or phone, and they 
had an opportunity to ask questions about participating in the study. All the participants 
were given the Informed Consent From and a copy of the Research Participants’ Right 
(see Appendix A).  
To keep the diversity of CAT modalities in this study, the eight participants 
included: (1) two art therapists, (2) two music therapists, (3) two dance/movement 
therapists, and (4) two drama therapists (see Table 1). The duration of participants was 
from three years to 15 years after returning home. They were grouped as the new 
generation of creative arts therapists in Taiwan. They have shared a similar time 
background with their growth, professional training of CAT overseas, and CAT 
development in Taiwan.  The participants graduated from programs in three Western 
countries, including Australia, the United Kingdom, and the United States. Unfortunately, 
the researcher could not find any qualifying potential participants whose specialty was in 
expressive arts therapy. Expressive arts therapists are uncommon in Taiwan. Because 
Taiwan has a small group of creative arts therapists, the issue of confidentiality is highly 
addressed in this research. All the participants are anonymous in the study, and all their 
information and context is presented with a pseudonym.  
Table 1 





Participants BA Degree 
Major 
Location  
























































































































































































































      
      
Study Procedure 
The study created a specific timeline to help the researcher obtain a detailed 
understanding of the participants’ experiences of their professional identity development. 
The timeline starts from the past: the training of creative arts therapists (studying abroad); 





expectation of creative arts therapists in their hometown. The study focused on the 
personal experiences of working toward a professional career as well as working as 
mental health professionals in Taiwan.  
The researcher collected detailed and in-depth information through individual 
interviews, and analyzed these data to discover the commonality and differences in the 
participants’ professional development of their professional identity during their cross-
cultural experiences. In this study, two individual interviews were conducted with each 
participant.  
It was intended that all interviews would take place in-person. However, because 
of the COVID-19 pandemic in Taiwan between March and May 2020, two participants 
requested to switch the interviews from in-person to virtual through the web application 
Zoom. Besides those two Zoom interviews, the remainder of the interviews were either 
conducted in participants’ offices or their houses. Each interview lasted between one hour 
to two and a half hours. Luckily, the COVID-19 impact was at the time of the study 
minimal in Taiwan, most of the participants felt their life and job situation had become 
normal again, after initial precautionary measures were taken at the onset of the 
pandemic.  
Data collection 
Each participant had two interviews within a three-month period. The first 
interview focused on their past and current working experience as creative arts therapists 
in Taiwan after they completed their studies overseas. If participants had clinical or 
teaching experience overseas, the interview questions also covered those experiences. 





professional development in Taiwan, along with their feedback and thoughts about their 
art making experience. 
The participants received the interview questions in both Chinese and English by 
email before the interview, and participants could choose the language of the interviews, 
either English or Chinese, based on their preference. In this study, all the participants felt 
more comfortable to use Chinese during the interviews for the most of the time. Once in a 
while, they would choose to speak English to describe or express certain feelings and 
thoughts. All interviews were audio recorded, and the conversations between the 
interviewer and interviewees were fully transcribed. Participants received the transcripts 
a month after the interviews for member checking, and they had the right to edit the 
information.  
The first interview  
The first interview started with a brief introduction of the research purpose, the 
participants’ rights, and then the interview questions focused on the individual ‘personal 
experiences and their self-definition of the mutual influences of arts, professional 
training, multi-cultures, and the process of professional identity. The research questions 
were designed to explore participants’ motivation of CAT, the experience of the 
professional CAT training overseas, and the experience of working as creative arts 
therapist in Taiwan. Participants were asked the following questions after confirming 
their understanding and knowledge of their right as the study subjects.  
Interview Question: 





2. What experience had the greatest impact on you developing your interests to 
become a creative arts therapist?  
3. Why did you return home after studying abroad? If you had an expectation or 
concern when returning home, what was it? 
4. Can you please describe your work history in Taiwan, including your current 
working environment and job position?  
5. What was the biggest challenge working as a creative arts therapist in Taiwan? 
How did it affect your interests, passions, and continuing development of your 
creative arts therapies practice?  
6. How do you feel about your continued development as a creative arts therapist in 
Taiwan?  
7. Can you describe if there are any differences in how you perceive the career of 
creative arts therapies after returning home from studying abroad?  
8. Does your career path differ from other Taiwanese educated creative arts 
therapists you know? Can you talk about your relationship and working 
experiences with other creative arts therapists and mental health service providers 
in Taiwan? Have these experiences been positive of negative, and have they 
changed over time  
9. Being a creative arts therapist, what strategies have you developed to promote 
your work in Taiwanese society? Do you feel that these strategies have been 
successful?  
10. Finally, can you give us a brief introduction of your beliefs or core ideas about 





There was no time limit for the open-ended question; participants could choose to 
answer, add, or skip the questions. Although there was no defined time limit for the 
interviews, the researcher asked participants to set aside two hours for the first interview. 
Artistic exercise  
After the first interview, participants were asked to complete an artistic exercise at 
home using their preferred modality. Each participant made art in response to their first 
interview experience. The researcher also gave a brief structure of the artistic exercise as 
follow: 
Please pick one art modality with which you feel comfortable to explore your 
experience of your professional identity after studying abroad and returning 
home, as well as your experience of our first interview. After the artistic exercise, 
free-write your thoughts, feelings, emotions, and experiences. Your writing could 
be a story, song, poem, or completely unstructured. The writing is designed as a 
personal note to help you memorize the experiences of the art making, and to put 
your experience of art making into words. In the second interview, the research 
questions will also be related to exploring and discussing the experience the 
process of the artistic exercise.  
Each participant also received a copy of the structure of the art exercise at the end of the 
first interview. If participants had any questions or thought about the artistic exercise, 
they could contact the researcher before the second interview.  
The researcher also requested the participants to apply any kind of written 
medium to record the experience of the art making. The documentation was created for 





and to assist them in putting their art making experience into words. This study did not 
ask participants to share their notes in the interviews, and the notes were not collected as 
data. In this study, four participants chose painting as the modality of their art making, 
two participants selected body movement as the modality, one participant picked 3D art 
material, and one participant used theater play as the modality. 
The experience of the art making was shared during the second interviews. Some 
of the participants showed their artwork during the interviews. They gave the researcher 
permission to use their images as the part of interviews. All the participants provided 
detailed information of the process of their art making.  
This artistic exercise was designed for participants to use art making as non-
verbal expression to explore different layers of their feelings and emotions. Kossak 
(2015) stated that any kind of art-making, including movement, painting, poetry, play, 
rhythm, and sounds, opens up a space where “the world and our being in the world is 
brought to light as a single, but inexhaustibly rich totality” (p. 22). Also, Allen (1995) 
addressed that the process of creating image or artwork is the way to explore and know 
the past, present, and the expectation of future. The researcher utilized those unique 
qualities of art making to discover different perspectives of the participants’ professional 
identity after studying abroad and returning home. Participants could apply any kind of 
written medium to record their experience of the art making. This documentation was 
designed to help participants recall the process of their internal thoughts during the art 
making, and to assist them in putting their art making experience into words. This study 
did not ask participants to share their notes in the interviews, and the notes were not 





the data analysis, the process helped the participants to collect and organize their 
experiences and thoughts.  
The second interview 
 The second interview focused on participants’ future expectations and plans of their 
professional development in Taiwan, as well as the feedback on the artistic exercise. The 
following questions were asked: 
1. Is there anything about your experience of the art making exercise after the first 
interview that you can share?  
2. Have you noticed any emotions and feelings after the art making ? If so, how 
might these feelings relate to the way you see yourself as a creative arts therapist?  
3. After our first interview, have you had any unexpected thoughts come to mind 
that you would like to share? 
4. What do you see as the opportunities and challenges of creative arts therapies in 
Taiwan (compared with other mental health professions) now and in the future? 
5. As a creative arts therapist, what is your future career plan in Taiwan?  
6. What do you think may help you maintain your interests, passions, and curiosity 
of practicing as a creative arts therapist?  
7. If you can give any advice to your past self before returning home from studying 
abroad, what would you say?  
The full transcriptions of the interviews were sent to the participants through email a 
month after the interviews. If participants had any doubts, or feel uncomfortable sharing 
the interviews as research data, they were invited to contact the researcher. None of them 





consent through email to use the transcription as research data. All participants gave the 
researcher their verbal or email permission to use the information after reviewing the full 
transcript. All the interviews were audio recorded and used a free web application, 
oTranscribe (https://otranscribe.com/), to complete the transcription.  
Data Analysis 
The researcher analyzed the transcripts of the first and second interviews, 
including the participants’ response to the interviews questions by utilizing Kavle’s 
(1996) and Chang’s (2010) methods of analysis. The study involved “cycles of 
concentrated textual review of data, combined with reflection and intuitive insights, until 
reportable interpretation become apparent” (Allegretti et al., 2010, p. 677).  
The researcher classified the most frequent and repeating themes that related to 
participants’ professional identity after studying abroad, returning home, and working in 
Taiwan. The researcher also noted the differences across experiences. There were four 
stages in the data analysis of the interviews, as follows (Chang, 2010; Kavle, 1996):  
1. Circle the repeated words and thoughts that interviewee used during the interview 
a) Reading through the whole transcription of the interviews without 
categorizing and division, and highlighting the words and paragraphs that are 
related to the research topic.  
b) Circling the repeated words and thoughts that the interviewee expressed 
during the interview, and mark those repeated words and thoughts as notes.  
c) Recording the sentences that have the highlighted words and thoughts, and list 
them based on their frequency in descending order. 





3. Grouping the categories.  
4. Labeling the themes of the categories. 
To minimize bias and provide trustworthy data for the study, there was a peer reviewer 
who was a creative arts therapist in Taiwan, and had the experience of studying abroad 
and returning home, in order to give an external perspective of the research process. This 
peer reviewer helper the researcher to keep a neutral attitude during the research, 
including “asking hard questions about methods, meanings, and interpretation; and 
provides the researcher with the opportunity for catharsis by sympathetically listening to 
the researcher’s feelings” (Creswell, 2013, p. 251).  
Triangulation 
In this study, the researcher shared the same experiences of studying abroad and 
returning home as the participants. The researcher obtained her expressive art therapies 
master’s degree in the United States, and worked as an in-home therapist and outpatient 
clinician in Boston until 2015. The researcher traveled back and forth between the U.S. 
and Taiwan until 2018. For the past two years, the researcher has been living in Taiwan 
full time, and working part time in the university and the clinic.  
Because of the similar experiences between the researcher and participants, there 
was a potential for bias during the data collection and the analytical process. Therefore, to 
improve the validity of the findings and the control biases, the study applied modified 
triangulation to strengthen and develop a comprehensive picture of the phenomena. Also, 
to address the bias, the researcher kept a reflexive research journal, applied member-
checking as data triangulation and peer-review as investigator triangulation to maintain 







This chapter presents the results based on the data that were collected in two 
individual interviews for each participant. In this section, the participants’ own words and 
expressions have been incorporated in the text. The interviews were conducted in 
Mandarin (Chinese) because it was the interviewees’ native language. Given a choice, all 
the participants preferred to use Mandarin because they felt more comfortable sharing 
their experiences as well as expressing their thoughts and emotions. All the quotes from 
participants’ interview responses were translated by the researcher. When translated into 
English, an effort was made to capture the meaning of their words rather than produce a 
literal translation.  
The study aimed to explore Taiwanese creative arts therapists’ journeys after 
studying abroad and returning home, and the influence of the experience toward their 
professional identities as creative arts therapists. The results were divided into three 
major categories and 10 themes (see Table 2). Although there were similarities across 
participants, there were also differences in each theme.  
Table 2 
Major Categories and Themes  
 
Major Categories  Themes  
The Foundation of Being 
Professionals in CAT 
1. The Motivation of the Career  
(Pertains to lifelong experiences with art practice and a 
passion for helping) 
 
2. The Experience of the Professional CAT 
degree overseas 
(Pertains to an exploration of art and a new awareness of 







Category 1: The Foundation of Being Professionals in CAT 
 All the participants shared what drove them to devote themselves to the career at 
the beginning of the interviews, and they discussed the theme of the foundation of being 
professionals in CAT as the start of their professional identities. They talked about three 
aspects of this theme, including (1) the motivation of their career, (2) the experience of 
obtaining a professional CAT degree overseas, and (3) the expectations after studying 
abroad and returning home as a young professional creative arts therapist.  
3. The Decision of Returning Home 
(Relates to the preparation and expectations of being 
Creative arts therapists in Taiwan)   
  
The Experience of 
Practice CAT in Taiwan  
4. The Culture Shock of Being a Professional in Taiwan  
(The views of the Chinese culture in the workplace)  
 
5. The Difficulties of Being Creative Arts Therapists in 
Taiwan 
(The challenges and the lack of respect CAT professionals 
receive as well as the immature CAT system in Taiwan)  
 
6. Limited Support System Resources 
(The struggles to grow professionally in lieu of mentors or 
continuing education)  
 
7. The Struggle of Identity 
 
8. The Growth of Being Creative Arts Therapists in 
Taiwan 
(Development of a balance (‘fusion’) between Western 
training and Taiwan culture    
The Future Goal and Plan 
of CAT 
9. The Growth of CAT Identity  
(Pertains to the belief of CAT, the awareness of CAT 
professionals identity, and the determination of CAT as a 
life career)  
 
10. The Social Responsibility of Being Creative Arts 
Therapists in Taiwan 
(Pertains to the advancement and acceptance of the 






Theme 1: The Motivation of Their Career  
Theme 1 under this category had to do with the “Motivation of the Career.” This 
theme was composed of statements about participants’ life experiences with art’ and their 
passion of humanity. In this study, most of the participants had never heard about CAT 
before they went to college. However, all participants had long histories and experiences 
with the arts, such as professional training in visual art, music performance, dance 
performance, and theater, and they also expressed the interest in humanity, especially the 
topic of mental health and healing. The motivation of their CAT career relates to 
participants’ relationship with the arts and their enthusiasm for helping people.  
The Lifelong Experiences with Arts  
In this study, six of the eight participants had strict practice and training, to 
become professional performers as visual artists, dancers or musicians. The other two 
who did not had professional training of the arts in their early school life, and also 
showed interest in the arts or creativity in their childhood. Seven of eight participants 
chose arts-related majors in colleges, and the only one who chose an education major in 
college was a professional dancer from the age of 6. All participants mentioned there was 
a period of time in their life when art made them very happy. However, the rigorous 
training could be harsh, and sometimes it influenced their feelings about the arts to be 
more complicated.  
Music Therapist A described her experience as follows: 
I started to play music while I was three, and I slowly disliked music during high 
school. I was reproached by the school teachers almost every day because my 





school, I did not know what I was to do except continue to study music. I felt the 
choices were limited, because I had already spent most of my life practicing 
music. If I do not continue to study music, what can I do?  
Dance Therapist A said: 
I had started to like and practice dance as a professional performer since the 4th 
grades, and I have never stopped dancing until now. Yes, dance has been with me 
since then. It is impossible for me not to dance. I cannot imagine my life without 
dance.  
Dance Therapist B talked about her relationship with the arts: 
Dance plays a very tricky role in my life. I have a love and hate conflicted feeling 
toward it. In the process of growth, dance caused serious trauma not only to my 
body but also to my mind. 
Participants presented three different kinds of feelings toward the arts, including (1) I 
don’t hate, but I don’t love the arts, (2) I love the arts, and I cannot imagine my life 
without it, and (3) I love and hate the arts. Thus, all the participants have a strong feeling 
and relationship with the arts. They had experienced arts in the multiple directions, 
including a pure joy of play, a stringent training or practice, a talent of nature, and a tool 
to receive rewards and encouragements. No matter what arts means to them, arts is an 
extremely important role in their life. Even though they might not continue the 
professional performing career of arts, they still devote their life to be with the arts.  
The Passion to Humanity 
All the participants expressed an interest in humanity, especially psychology and 





creative arts therapist. All the participants noted that they not only enjoy working with 
people but also helping them.  
Art Therapist A talked about her reason to study art therapy: 
I did not feel super attracted by the title of Art Therapy. The reason I studied art 
therapy was because I want to be a professional helper. Art was just the thing I 
was used to and familiar with.  
Drama Therapist B talked about her reasons: 
I like documentaries and films because I love humans. I think the story about 
humans is beautiful. In conclusion, I like “human,” and drama/theater helps me a 
lot. That was the reason that encouraged me to approach drama therapy.  
During the interviews, all the participants shared a similar enthusiasm towards people. 
More also, they presented a strong passion and interest in helping. They expressed the 
desire and motivation to be professional helpers, and the art modality was the tool or skill 
they were not only familiar with but also good at. In order to give play to their artistic 
advantage, they chose CAT to make their dream of helping come true.  
Theme 2: The Experience of the Professional CAT Degree Overseas 
Theme 2 is focused on participants’ experience of the new application of arts and 
the new awareness of self and arts during the time of studying CAT degrees overseas. 
Due to the limited academic resources of CAT in Taiwan, all the participants in this study 
chose to achieve their degree of CAT overseas. Although almost all the participants knew 
what they were going to study, the participants admitted that they barely had any 
information and understanding about CAT. Multiple participants stated that during the 





textbooks about CAT in Chinese, and workshops or trainings were uncommon. All the 
participants shared similar feelings about studying CAT overseas, including worry of the 
unknown and excitement of learning new things.  
The New Application of Arts 
All the participants in the study had professional training of their arts modality 
before they studied CAT. They had years of technical and skillful training. Some of the 
participants expressed that they used to think art was about skills, practice, and 
presentation. After they studied CAT, they discovered the diverse styles of utilizing arts 
with people. More also, they realized the importance of creativity in CAT.  
Art Therapist B talked about her experience: 
After I studied art therapy abroad, I learned that art therapists do not just follow 
the plan, the structure, or the SOP (standing operating procedure). The key point 
is the idea of client center. I realized that art therapy is not just one way to express 
art. What is art therapy? Art therapy can be many different things, and that is the 
difference I have learned.  
Music Therapist B shared her experience: 
While I was studying music therapy abroad, I realized music therapy was not 
what I was thinking. The real music therapy was way different than my 
expectations, and it was way more fun than I expected. I did not feel any struggle 
to adapt to the difference. On the contrary, music therapy the way I learned and 
experienced it overseas was even better.  
Thus during studying CAT, all the participants agreed that Art is more than a skill and 





with people, but also recognized the importance and value of the process of art making 
and the relationship between art and people. All participants agreed that the experiences 
of studying CAT not only encouraged them to explore the different meanings of art 
making, but also provided them with the opportunities to review the relationship between 
people and the arts.  
The New Relationship Between Self and Arts 
All the participants noticed that the experience of art making in the CAT 
programs was positive and pleasant. During the interviews, the participants mentioned 
three factors that appeared in the relationship between self and arts, (1) a pure joy, (2) a 
healing process, and (3) self-exploration.  
Art Therapist A disclosed her experience: 
My relationship with art used to be a symbol of exam. It helped me to prove 
myself. I think it is the part of my Asian personality. While I was in the art 
therapy program overseas, I recognized that art was not able to touch the inside of 
me. I slowly learned to let my old relationship with art go. I felt if I could keep the 
slow speed, I could continue to keep my cultural characteristics. I can slowly find 
freedom. 
Dance Therapist A disclosed her experience: 
While I was in the dance therapy program, the professors pointed out their 
wondering about me, such as why I had difficulty to use the subject ‘I’ to express 
myself; why I preferred to use the subject ‘we.’ My professors and I discussed 
about the influence of my culture, and it encouraged me to rethink my previous 





Thus, all the participants seemed to have a joyful moment with the arts in their CAT 
program. Some of them developed a new way to repair their relationship with the arts. 
The others experienced a fresh view to explore who they are through art. Overall, the 
participants agreed that art is a part of who they are. The experiences of change and self-
exploration encouraged the participants not only to grow their passion, interest, and 
curiosity of CAT, but also to develop a desire to work with arts.  
Theme 3: The Decision of Returning Home  
Theme 3 had to do with the ‘decision of retuning home.’ This section addressed 
the life decision and transition of returning home after studying CAT abroad, which also 
related to participants’ preparation and expectation of bring creative arts therapists in 
Taiwan. None of the participants in this study have dual citizenship that allows them to 
work in foreign country. If the participants wanted to work overseas, they would have to 
figure out their visa situation in the foreign countries. In this study, all the participants 
returned home within two years after they graduated. Participants mentioned four factors 
that guided their choice of returning home: (1) the visa issue, (2) their family at home, (3) 
the desire of being a professional to help in their home country, and (4) a feeling of non-
belonging overseas. The results showed that all the participants felt that the biggest 
concern of those returners was how to survive in Taiwan as a creative arts therapist.  
The Expectation of Being a Novice in CAT in Taiwan 
In this study, none of the participants had any previous experience of working in 
the mental health field in Taiwan, and they were all novices in the CAT field. The 
participants shared similar concerns of returning home.  





I did not want to leave [the foreign country] during that time, because I felt the 
two-year training in Drama therapy school was too short. I was worry that I could 
not find a way to continue my drama therapy training and learning in Taiwan, I 
was not sure what to do. I had a strong feeling of anxiety.  
Dance Therapist A talked about her experience:  
I was struggling about the decision of returning home. On the one hand, I wanted 
to come home to serve my people as soon as possible. On the other hand, I wanted 
to stay there [in the foreign country] because of the professional support system in 
the CAT field overseas. During that time, I was not sure if Taiwan had the 
professional support that I wanted.  
Music Therapist B discussed her decision of returning home: 
At the end of the school year, I felt lonely. I had some bad experience dealing 
with car issue with the locals. I felt it was such a pain to be a foreigner in a 
foreign country. Although I knew that I should get more experience in CAT 
before I came back home, I think I was ready to come home. Before I returned 
home, I knew that being a music therapist in Taiwan was going to be really rough.  
During the interviews, all the participants mentioned a certain level of anxiety about 
being novice creative arts therapists in Taiwan. Although the fear of the lack of 
professional support and career opportunities did not stop them from returning home, 
they were concerned about their future career in Taiwan. On one hand, they missed the 
country where they were born. On the other hand, they felt strange and challenged to start 
a career in CAT in Taiwan.  





During the interviews, all the participants expressed a certain level of anxiety and 
nervousness about the choice of coming home. To prepare for the unknown of coming 
home, the participants stated three directions to guide them, including (1) making 
connections, and (2) the qualification of license.  
Music Therapist B discussed her experience of the preparation: 
Before coming home, I had already started a music therapy page on Facebook to 
record my experiences of studying music therapy overseas as well as the 
experience of my internship. The feedback online encouraged me to think about 
the possibility of making connections with people in Taiwan before I came home, 
and that is how I got my first job.  
Dance Therapist A talked about her experience:  
During that time, I sent out more than 100 resumes through email and I also made 
a flyer that people could hold in their hands. I forwarded the information to my 
previous colleagues, teachers, and friends. I felt like as a new returner, I needed to 
let more people hear my name and know my profession.  
Art Therapist A talked about her preparation of returning home: 
Before I returned home, I worked toward getting the license of professional art 
therapist in the foreign country where I studied abroad. Although this license does 
not have any legal effect in Taiwan, I knew people in Taiwan would value my 
foreign license. During that time, I just needed something to support my self-
confidence, especially as I was coming back home.  
Thus, overall, the participants empathized the importance of making local connections, 





returned home, (2) the local professional communities: TATA, MTAT, and TDTA, and 
(3) their previous colleagues. The participants also discussed the value of the internet 
promotion, such as Facebook pages and YouTube. All these preparations helped the 
participants to create a bridge to return home, so that they would have some support in 
their hometowns.  
Category 2: The Experiences of Practicing CAT in Taiwan 
 In this study, all the participants had at least three years of clinical experience as 
creative arts therapists in Taiwan. Their jobs and titles included: a full-time teaching 
position in a college, a part time teaching position in schools, a school mental counselor, 
a mental health counselor in a mental health center, and freelancers. The population with 
whom they worked ranged from infants to the elderly, and services involved individual 
therapy, family therapy, and group therapy. During the interviews, the participants 
disclosed that practicing CAT in Taiwan was full of challenges and issues that they did 
not expect before returning home. The challenges focused on three perspectives: (1) the 
lack of valuing professionalism in the Chinese culture, (2) the gap between the Western 
training of CAT and the Eastern culture of Taiwan, and (3) the limited support of CAT in 
Taiwan. However, the participants not only shared their stories of the challenges, but also 
addressed the pride of their self-growing through those tests. They all agreed that their 
experiences of returning home have been bittersweet.  
Theme 4: The Culture Shock of Being a Professional in Taiwan 
This theme collected participants’ statements of making connection and the 
tradition of seniority in Chinese culture. All the participants described that the experience 





culture of professionals was more complex and challenging than they expected, 
especially in the mental health field.  
Making Connections and Networking 
The first challenge for all the participants who studied abroad and returned home 
was finding a job. The majority of the participants addressed the importance of finding or 
making connections with the locals. One interesting thing is all the participants’ first jobs 
were introduced to them through people they knew; none of them got their first jobs 
through applying directly to the company. The participants discussed that social 
networking was the most important thing that helped them not only find a job when 
returning home, but also played a key role for their future career development. 
Music Therapist B talked about her experience: 
I think it is important to have connections in order to get a job in Taiwan, 
especially when I initially returned home. In Taiwan, if you don’t have the 
connections, it is hard to survive as a freelancer.  
Music Therapist B described her experience:  
Before I returned home, I started to make connections with the locals. They gave 
me a lot of helpful information and tips about how to write a project plan in 
Taiwan, and how to utilize the public health system in Taiwan as a music 
therapist. They helped me a lot, especially at the start of my return home.  
Art Therapist A mentioned her thought about making connections in Taiwan:  
Some agencies in Taiwan do not like to receive strangers’ resumes, especially in 





sometimes people who are introduced are not the best choice, they would still 
prefer to use them.  
Thus, the participants discussed the pros and cons about the high value of making 
connections in Taiwan. On the one hand, the pros were (1) providing an opportunity to 
get a job in the beginning, (2) helping the participants to have a brief understanding about 
CAT in Taiwan, and (3) an chance for the newly returned to build their support group. On 
the other hand, the cons were (1) no job without a connection, (2) the connection might 
confine one’s freedom of choosing a job, and (3) the feeling of owning someone 
something in exchange for the job. All the participants agreed upon the benefit of making 
connections, especially as a new returner. They emphasized that there is a balance 
between depending on others and developing one’s own connections.  
The Tradition of Seniority 
The participants’ experience in Western countries was that once individuals 
graduated from school, people will respect them as professionals in the workplace. 
However, the tradition of seniority still plays an important role in the workplace in 
Taiwan. Multiple participants mentioned the experience of seniority in Taiwan, especially 
being the new returners. Participants recognized that the hierarchy of professionals still 
exists in Taiwan. As new returners, they felt the need to repress their voices and thoughts 
in front of the authorities of Taiwanese CAT. They struggled to find a balance between 
respecting seniority and standing up for their own beliefs.  
Drama Therapist B recounted her experience: 
I think that is the scary thing in Taiwan: there is a clear condition of seniority. 





the juniors. It is really a challenge for me to stop feeling bad about myself because 
of it.  
Dance Therapist A talked about her experience: 
The idea of respect of seniority is a tradition in Asian culture. Even though I am 
in my middle 30s, I am still the young generation in the Taiwanese dance 
therapist group. Sometimes, I noticed that I am in a tricky position. When I tried 
to bring up the different ideas and voices to the group, the seniors who I called the 
big sisters would suggest me to take a break. They would remind me to be more 
careful not to collide with the system.  
Dance Therapist B therapist discussed her experience: 
That was a hard hit for me because it came from a senior in our group. At the 
moment, I could not fight for myself because of the feeling of the authority. I feel 
that experience hurt me a lot.  
Thus, participants recognized that the previous experiences of seniority still influenced 
them. Multiple participants were surprised that they still have strong feelings and 
emotions toward those experiences. A part of them is still struggling the feeling of 
manipulation and embarrassment.  
Theme 5: The Difficulties of Being Creative Arts Therapists in Taiwan 
Theme 5 addressed four key similarities that stood out in the participants’ 
observations about the challenge in Taiwan’s CAT field: (1) the lack of respect, (2) the 
legal issue, (3) the licensing issue, and (4) the financial issue. The participants all noted 
that the challenge was hard to deal with, and they all had moments of questioning and 





The Lack of Respect 
All the participants emphasized the issue of respect of CAT professionals. 
Multiple participants said that they might have been spoiled by their perception that 
Western culture views CAT as full professionals in the mental health field. When the 
participants returned home it was disconcerting to realize that people confuse the title of 
creative arts therapist and arts teacher. Also, the participants found that even in the 
mental health field, they have to fight hard to explain their profession to the other 
professional helpers, such as special educators, occupational therapists, and physical 
therapists. The participants reported they often felt exhausted, angry, and confused.  
Drama Therapist B talked about her experience: 
My first job in Taiwan was volunteer work without pay, and I did not know it 
until I started the work. I felt very silly because I never thought that people would 
treat my professional service as a free service. It was my first cultural shock!  
Art Therapist B disclosed her experience:  
Some organizations and companies know the value and the benefit of CAT. 
However, they are still not willing to create a fair position for creative arts 
therapists. The jobs either provided an unreasonable title, such as a project 
assistant or volunteer, or offer extremely low pay. The point is if they respect our 
professional training and knowledge, they would not try to hire us as volunteers.  
Music Therapist A talked about her experience:  
I run into a lot of people in Taiwan who think music therapy is using a certain 
kind of music to cure a certain kind of mental issue. They see music therapy as a 





Music Therapist B therapist mentioned her experience: 
I run into a lot people challenged my profession, including people who also work 
as mental health providers. I was exhausted and tired about it. I feel like I am 
playing a video game and each level has a different monster to fight. The problem 
is the game is endless, and I just have to keep fighting.  
All the participants experienced a certain level of disrespect in the workplace. The 
disrespect from the other professional helpers makes the participants feel betrayed and 
question their professional identity and role in Taiwan’s mental health system. Multiple 
participants expressed that they enjoyed working with different professional helpers. 
Fortunately, most of the participants stated that the understanding and respect of CAT in 
Taiwan has a positive growth. Thus, the disrespected experience of being creative arts 
therapists in the workplace exists for these participants in Taiwan, and the participants 
present positive change as hard work and a very slow process.  
The Legal Issue of Creative Arts Therapists in Taiwan 
In Taiwan, CAT has not been included as a professional service in the mental 
health system. The participants discussed that they cannot name their service as 
counseling or therapy, and they have to be extremely careful about the language they use 
with clients, in the public or in the workplace. In Taiwan, creative arts therapists still 
work on fighting for their career as professional mental health helpers in the legal system.  
Art Therapist A discussed her experience: 
If you want to survive as a creative arts therapist in Taiwan, you need to 
understand the legal situation here. In brief, you need to know what words you 





protect us, technically we cannot do ‘therapy’ in Taiwan. More also, we cannot 
say: we are therapists. In Taiwan we need to learn how to ‘protect ourselves,’ 
otherwise we may get into trouble with the law.  
Drama Therapist B talked about her experience regarding the legal issues: 
I feel like Taiwanese drama therapists have collective trauma, as many of us got 
accused of providing services without qualifying mental health licenses. Many 
drama therapists are trying to get the license of mental health counselor in 
Taiwan, so that we can be protected under the system.  
Music Therapist B expressed her thoughts about the situation: 
CAT is not included in the public health system in Taiwan, and we are always at 
high risk in this career. The situation makes people to feel anxious and nervous. I 
keep thinking about I am. If I am not included as a medical staff or professional 
mental helper, what is my professional position in Taiwan?  
Thus, all the participants reported feeling anxiety and insecurity about their legal rights as 
creative arts therapists in Taiwan. More also, they feel threatened to identify themselves 
as professional helpers in the workplace, because they stated their profession has not been 
accepted in the Taiwanese mental health system, yet. The participants expressed that 
although they have a strong belief of their profession as creative arts therapists, they need 
to learn to use different language to present their profession and service. It is necessary 
and important for them to find the balance between the Western training and the legal 
situation of Taiwan’s mental health system. All the participants agreed that the legal issue 
is a serious challenge, which influences their professional development in Taiwan; 





The Licensing Issue of Creative Arts Therapists in Taiwan 
During the interviews, the participants discussed that CAT does not have 
professional licensure in Taiwan. More also, creative arts therapists in Taiwan are not 
supposed to be qualified to take the exam for the mental counselor license. Based on the 
report of the participants, there is no clear definition and rules for them to follow in the 
system. Most of the participants described the experience of the mental counselor 
licensure in Taiwan as tricky, and it really depended on how lucky you are. In this study, 
two participants got the mental counselor license in Taiwan, and one participant had the 
license of special education before studying abroad. The participants who have the 
licensure, ed such as mental counselor qualification and teacher qualification, noted the 
benefit of license in Taiwan are: (1) more job opportunities, (2) security of legal rights, 
and (3) easier adaptation to the mental health system in Taiwan.  
 However, the participants who do have mental health licensure in Taiwan also 
mentioned that they feel more freedom and creativity to develop their career without the 
limitation of the licensure. They are satisfied with their career development and working 
situation without the licensure, and they are not sure if they want to have a license in the 
future.  
Art Therapist A talked about her experience: 
Before I returned home, I had already thought about the issue of licensure. My 
theory is that Taiwan does not accept art therapy as a profession, and I will need 
something else to prove myself. I need to get the mental health counselor license. 





government to prove my ability; meanwhile, I did not feel that I have lost my 
professional identity of art therapy.  
Dance Therapist A recounted her experience of licensure in Taiwan: 
I used to be the one who thinks it is important to fit into the licensure system in 
Taiwan. We [Taiwanese creative arts therapists] have a team that is working on 
obtaining a license for CAT in Taiwan. Now I realized how free it is not being 
under the licensure system. I can work everywhere I want, and I can try anything I 
want.  
During the interviews, the participants presented the different views about the licensure 
of CAT in Taiwan. They pointed out the pros and cons about the licensure system in 
Taiwan. Instead of having the professional license of mental health counselor or other 
mental health professionals, all the participants shared the similar hope and expectation to 
have their own CAT professional level of certification or license in the future.  
The Financial Issue of Creative Arts Therapists in Taiwan 
During the interviews, all the participants mentioned that their biggest concern 
about returning home was finding a job. Because CAT has not been included as an 
official occupation in Taiwan’s mental health system, most of the organizations and 
companies do not have a formal job title for creative arts therapists. The participants 
noted that it was difficult for them to find qualifying, professional jobs, especially when 
first returning home. Also, there were limited opportunities for them to have a full-time 
position as creative arts therapists with regular pay in Taiwan. In this circumstance, 
participants would have to accept any kind of job, so that they could survive in the mental 





Music Therapist A discussed her concern:  
In the beginning after I returned home, I was not interested working with children. 
However, I needed a job, and I needed money to live. Now I feel that I have more 
of a choice of jobs; however, the anxiety of an unstable income still exists. I 
realize that the anxiety about income might just be part of my personality and may 
always be there. 
Art Therapist B talked about her experience: 
During that time [when I first returned home], I was depressed because of the job 
situation. I cried. The reason I cried is not just because I could not find a job. The 
reason I cried is because I worked so hard to achieve my dream, but society is 
questioning the value of my profession.  
Drama Therapist B mentioned her experience: 
The issue of income was the first challenge I ran into once I returned home. I had 
to sacrifice my need for self-care. I gave up supervision and personal counseling, 
and this decision caused a serious impact. I felt tricked by my sacrifice, and I 
noticed that I was very disappointed about the situation. 
Dance Therapist A stated: 
It is really, really difficult to maintain living as a freelancer. Sometimes we have 
to compromise things first, so that we may get the benefit later. It hurts my pride.  
Thus, the fear of an unstable income has caused stress for the participants. Multiple 
participants admitted that the issue of money would impact the choice of their job and 
workplace. The participants mentioned that their concern for their job and income is more 





recognized that the compromise and sacrifice they made increases the feeling of burnout, 
self-doubt, and lack of confidence. Although all the participants disclosed that now they 
are in better job and financial situations, they agreed the experience of an unstable 
income is still part of the struggle of being a creative arts therapist in Taiwan.  
Theme 6: The Limited Resources for Support System 
Theme 6 had to do with participants’ struggle about growing professionally in lieu 
of mentors, such as supervisors, or continuing education. More also, the participants all 
noted that as a young professional who just graduated from school overseas and returned 
home, it felt important for them to feel belonging in the society. They wanted to become 
members of the Taiwan CAT groups as soon as possible. Although Taiwan has three 
CAT association, which all have more than 20 years history, including TATA, MTAT, 
and TDTA, the participants still stressed the lack of professional support from them. 
During the interviews, the participants stated the value of the support system was crucial. 
Even though it might cause the extra money and time to keep the support system, it is 
necessary and fundamental. 
The Lack of Mentor System of CAT in Taiwan 
All the participants agreed that having a good supervisor was important. They 
said that a great supervisor often became a mentor who not only guided them to cope 
with the challenges at work, but also helped them to explore internal issues. Multiple 
participants talked about the difficulty of finding qualifying creative arts therapists as 
supervisors in Taiwan, and none of the workplaces had provided supervision for the CAT 





either had to receive the services online from creative arts therapists in other countries or 
chose the other specialists in the mental health field, such as psychologists.  
Music Therapist B described her experience: 
I really want to have a music therapy supervisor. However, I feel like there is a 
lack of qualifying music therapy supervisors in Taiwan, and it is very difficult for 
me to find someone that I can trust and also has a rich experiences and knowledge 
of music therapy. Now I am still thinking about having a music therapy 
supervisor, but I don’t know how to start it.  
Drama Therapist B disclosed her experience: 
I had to give up supervision in the beginning of returning home, because I did not 
have enough money. I sacrificed the need of supervision, and the decision 
influenced me a lot. Now I realized how important my principles are and what 
would happen to me without principles and supervision.  
Dance Therapist A mentioned her experience of supervision: 
I think having supervision is a huge support to my career as dance therapist. My 
current supervisor gives me a space to discuss anything I want, and I really 
appreciate it. The supervision makes me feel more and more freedom and 
comfortable about myself in the CAT field in Taiwan. I feel privileged to have 
supervision, because I was able to afford it. I feel that supervision ‘nourishes’ me.  
Dance Therapist B talked about her experience of supervision: 
I noticed that it is not easy to find a supervisor in Taiwan. First, we had a small 
group of dance therapists and people considered the issue of confidentiality. 





that time. People seemed to think that the title of professional equals 
independence.  
Thus, the participants all agreed on the benefits and values of supervision. However, 
almost all the participants ran into the dilemma of finding a local supervisor in Taiwan, 
and the situation exists until now. The participants reported that although there are 
limited resources of supervision in Taiwan, they still believe and insist on the need for 
supervision. They reported that good supervision not only helps creative arts therapists 
increase their skills, knowledge, and confidence in their profession, but also supports 
them to explore themselves.  
The Poor Quality of Continuing Professional Training of CAT 
During the interviews, all the participants presented that they have continued 
taking different lessons, workshops, or intense training to improve their skills and 
knowledge in their professions. However, all the participants also noted that most of the 
professional training they have had is not related to their profession in CAT. The 
participants reported that three factors decrease their motivation to pursue continuing 
CAT training and professional development in Taiwan: (1) the lack of the diversity, (2) 
the limit of choices, and (3) the lack of formal classroom training.  
Music Therapist B shared her experience: 
I tried to attend every training or course of music therapy in Taiwan. However, 
the program in Taiwan does not have many options for professional training for 
music therapists. Most of the music therapy courses are designed for the general 
health education for the public, not for the professionals.  





I know how important continuing education for the professionals is. The issue is 
even though we were able to invite the teachers from overseas, the trainings 
usually are designed to promote the idea of dance therapy to the public. For me, 
those courses are more likely a ‘retreat,’ but I keep feeling like they are ‘not 
enough.’ At this point, I feel like my continuing education of dance therapy is 
based on self-study.  
Art Therapist B talked about her experience: 
I have attended many different kinds of continuing education courses and 
trainings, although most of the courses are focused on mental counseling and 
psychology trainings. In Taiwan, we have minimal training designed for art 
therapists. Most of the art therapy workshops and courses are designed for the 
public. The purpose of those courses is for promoting, and I have no desire to 
attend those courses.  
All the participants presented a strong motivation for continuing professional 
development, and they all have been attending different kinds of professional trainings 
since they returned home. Thus, the participants agreed that continuing education not 
only could help them increase their skills and knowledge in their practice, but also 
encourage them to maintain the passion and interest of their professionals. Multiple 
participants shared feelings of disappointment because they thought the CAT trainings in 
Taiwan could not satisfy their needs. Furthermore, they also recognized that the growth 
of the CAT training in Taiwan is slow but steady. 





Theme 7 was focused on the self-description and awareness of participants’ 
professional identity based on being creative arts therapists in Taiwan. Hence, those 
experiences caused a significant influence not only to the way they see themselves but 
also to the way they think about their professions and careers. Multiple participants 
shared the feeling of questioning and wondering about their identity; they feel the 
professional identity of creative arts therapists in Taiwan is generally blurred and vague 
compared with the Western countries where they studied abroad. The participants pointed 
out the unclear definition of CAT in Taiwan increases their feelings of confusion, 
anxiety, and worry about their profession and position in the mental health system. The 
participants mentioned that it is important for them to respect the society, and they try to 
make themselves fit in the current Taiwanese mental health system.  
Art Therapist B talked about her thoughts: 
The challenge and difficulty I experienced in Taiwan did not influence my belief, 
passion, or interest of art therapy; however, those experiences increased my issue 
of ‘identity.’ Because art therapy does not have legal rights in the mental health 
system, many of us [art therapists] decided to approach the mental health 
counselor license. We struggle with our dual professional identities, and it is not 
easy to find the balance.  
Dance Therapist B talked about her view: 
I think one of the issues of dance therapy in Taiwan is that we are limited by the 
system. Can the society or they system accept our single identity of dance 





educator, mental health counselor, occupational therapist? Do we need an extra 
professional identity to regionalize our CAT professions?  
Drama Therapist B reported her experience: 
Before I came home, I was sure that drama therapy was my destiny. After two 
years of returning home, I was not sure about it anymore. With the support of my 
peer group, supervisor, and counselor, I realized that I lost the self-respect of my 
profession. I missed the respect to myself. It took me a long time to rebuild my 
self-confidence and self-respect 
Thus, all the participants agreed that the challenge of the system and society toward CAT 
in Taiwan caused a certain level of influence and damage to themselves. The feeling of 
misunderstanding, disrespect, and rejection makes the participants question the value and 
worth of their profession. Although there are a lot of challenges and negative experiences 
as creative art therapists in Taiwan, none of the participants have given up their career. 
The participants reported that they have never questioned the value of CAT; however, 
they all admitted sometimes it is difficult to continue to persevere.  
Theme 8: The Growth of Being Creative Arts Therapists in Taiwan 
Theme 8 had to do with the “growth of bring creative arts therapists in Taiwan.” 
The section focused on participants’ self-awareness of the growth of developing a 
balance “fusion” between Western training and Taiwanese culture.’ During the 
interviews, multiple participants presented feeling shy, happy, and proud of their growth; 
they stated that the interviews provided an unexpected opportunity for them to review 
their growth.  





The Chinese word “融合” (fusion) appeared multiple times during the interviews. 
When the participants discussed the experience of returning home, they all talked about 
the idea of fusion. Also, multiple participants used the word ‘fusion’ to describe their art 
work. They stated that the word ‘fusion’ especially reminds them of the experience of 
returning home, as the word brings up a vivid image that can represent the relationship 
between themselves and Taiwan. They emphasized that the experience of fusion is: (1) a 
continuing process, (2) a combination between western training and Taiwan culture, and 
(3) a new development of professional identity. The participants presented the process of 
fusion helps them to bridge the connection with the people in Taiwan. More also, they 
reported that it is important to know how to translate the language to the public, so that 
they can make the connection with the society. During the process of fusion, the 
participants learned to keep the balance between respecting the heritage culture and 
maintaining their professionals of CAT.  
Art Therapist B disclosed her experience of fusion though her art making:  
After our first interview, I kept thinking about the process how did I ‘fit in’ 
Taiwan. When I studied abroad, I learned to fit in the foreign country. And then, 
when I returned home, I had to re-learn to ‘fit in’ back in my heritage culture, 
again. The experience of fitting in and adjustment encouraged me to add the ink 
into my artwork which is related to the topic ‘fusion’. As art therapist who studied 
abroad and returned home need to be careful and pay attention about ourselves in 
the process of fusion. If you melt yourself too much, you may lose yourself 
completely in the process of ‘fusion.’  





In the first few years after returning home, I felt that there was a cycle of losing 
and finding new things. Lately, I have a strong feeling of ‘fusion.’ I don’t know 
where that feeling is coming from. Once I said the word out loud, I felt the intense 
emotion of it. The word ‘fusion’ represented an idea of melting, and it is also 
related to the image of my artwork, such as the lake and the mud. It feels like I 
was belonging to something. The feeling of moving forward reveals the action of 
‘fusion.’ For me, the process of ‘fusion’ is like two transparent materials, and they 
permeate with each other. After permeating, they transformed into a different and 
bigger shape.  
During the interviews, the participants used the word “fusion” to represent the experience 
of returning home. They noticed that in the process of fusion, they experienced change, 
transition, and growth. Multiple participants used the experience of fusion to explain the 
relationship between their artistic background, their western training of CAT, and their 
heritage culture. The participants emphasized that the experience of fusion could be 
confusing and unexpected, and it is important for them to find the balance between 
maintaining their profession of CAT and adjusting to the home environment. Thus, the 
participants noticed that the progress of fusion not only helps them to fit into the society, 
but also encourages them to develop a different strategy to change the society.  
Category 3: The Future Goals and Plan of CAT 
All the participants expressed the consistent interest, passion, and motivation of 
CAT. During the interviews, the participants disclosed two items that drove their future 
plans, including: (1) the growth of CAT identity and (2) the social responsibility of being 





home gave them a great opportunity to realize the limitation of themselves and the 
importance of the social structure. To continue their career of CAT in Taiwan, all the 
participants had ambition for change. Three of the participants are considering getting 
their PhD degrees in the near future. One of the participants has recently started a PhD 
program. The rest of the participants planned to fulfill their future goals of CAT in 
practice. The participants might present different views of their future plans toward the 
CAT field However, they all shared a strong CAT professional identity in the interviews. 
Theme 9: The Growth of CAT Identity. 
Theme 9 has to do with the increasing of a positive belief in CAT, a new 
awareness of CAT professionals, and the determination of CAT as a life career. The 
participants reported that although they have faced many difficult challenges since they 
returned home, they have always trusted and believed in the benefits and healing 
potentials of CAT. They felt like they are the people who benefit most from CAT, and 
that is a factor that drives them to devote their lives to CAT.  
A Positive Belief in CAT 
In this study, all the participants reported that the best senses of satisfaction and 
accomplishment actually came from their self-growth during the journey of CAT. Some 
of the participants disclosed that although they had disappointing moments of being 
creative arts therapists in Taiwan, they never lost their faith in CAT. None of the 
participants expressed or discussed feeling regret toward studying CAT. They all shared a 
strong belief of CAT, and how much they enjoyed working as creative arts therapists.  





I am a believer in drama therapy. Before medication appeared in the history, 
humans already knew how to use their imaginations to cure disease. Actually we 
are still doing that now. I believe ‘drama and play’ can save the world.  
Dance Therapist A talked about her view:  
I am a kind of person who is engulfing myself in dance therapy. I see the world 
through the glass of dance therapy, and I swim in it. Through dance therapy, we 
might get an opportunity to take a break from the heavy feeling of carrying. 
Maybe we need them back, or we need to find a new place for them to stay in.  
Art Therapist B mentioned her feeling: 
My faith of art therapy is ‘I love it.’ Art therapy is my life, and it means a lot to 
me. I want to not only grow with art therapy but also share and promote it with 
others. As far as I am concerned art therapy is a treasure.  
Thus, there is a strong and positive belief that was expressed the interviews. All the 
participants expressed positive feelings about CAT, and they share similar appreciation to 
be the part of the CAT world. The participants reported that their passion of CAT is 
growing with time. The longer they stay in the CAT field, the more dedicated they are 
toward CAT.  
A New Awareness of Professional Identity in CAT 
All participants disclosed that the experiences of sharing their personal stories in 
the interviews were scary and exciting at the same time. During the interviews, they 
realized how much they missed exploring themselves and discussing with others. Some 
of the participants were shocked about their intense emotions about the past. Some of 





reported that the interviews not only provided them a space to review their past, but also 
gave them an opportunity to become aware of their current situation and think about their 
future. The participants described the interviews as their personal journey of CAT.  
Drama Therapist A presented her self-journey of CAT: 
Before I studied drama therapy, I was like a person who does not have any skills 
but I still wanted to save people. It was like I was in the beach, and someone was 
drowning. I did not have any tools or experience, and I still jumped into the 
ocean. Now, I see myself having a big boat, and I also have a lot of great and 
useful tools with me. More also, I do not see people drowning in the water. I see 
everyone has their own boat, and we are trying to approach each other. I am not 
trying to save them anymore. I am trying to make connections with them.  
Dance Therapist B recounted her experience: 
Since I returned home, I have carried the identity of dance therapy with me all the 
time. Because it is my profession, I have to keep promoting it. In reality, I also 
have other identities, such as teacher, therapist, and mother. I was playing all 
those identities in my life without consciousness. Now I feel like I am 
reconnecting with the simple moment of learning and exploring. During the 
interviews, I felt like now I have the chance to review the path of my experience 
of dance therapy, and I feel steady about my choice. Although I have run into 
some challenges since I returned home, I have never questioned the decision of 
dance therapy. I think all those challenges are just helping me to grow stronger 





In this study, all the participants shared a certain level of intense feelings and emotions 
toward their journey of CAT. The participants reported that it was a helpful and 
meaningful experience to talk about their professions, stories, and experience of being 
creative arts therapists in Taiwan with someone, even though not all the things have been 
happy and positive. In the process of reviewing the journey of CAT, the participants not 
only faced their true feelings about their professions and careers, but also acknowledged 
the change and growth of working as creative arts therapists in Taiwan. Thus, the 
participants agreed that the feelings and experiences of the past need to be expressed, and 
they should always remember to spend the time with themselves.  
A Clear Determination of CAT as a Life Career 
All the participants shared a strong motivation for the future CAT profession in 
Taiwan. They are looking forward to developing a better version of their career. Multiple 
participants mentioned that the challenges they met in the past encouraged them to start 
thinking about what they could change for the future. In this study, three participants are 
planning to start PhD programs, and they expressed high interest in research and 
educational fields. One participant recently started studying in a PhD program, and she 
addressed her ambition of not only increasing the depth of her self-exploration but also 
professional development and research through doctoral academic training. The other 
four participants emphasized their expectations of their future CAT career in practice. 
Some of them present the idea of developing a cross-disciplinary studio where all 
professional helpers, including psychologists, psychiatrists, speech therapists, 





others are hoping to continue working with the population they enjoy working with, as 
well as promoting CAT to the public in their ways.  
Music therapist B described her plan for the future: 
Actually I am planning to apply to a PhD program in the near future. To conclude 
the experience of returning home, I noticed that I could not break the system by 
myself. The system needs time to change, and we need more professionals to 
support. My future plan is either for music therapy or myself. I feel it is time for 
me to try it now.  
Music Therapist A presented her plan for the future: 
I am planning to make a short film to introduce and promote CAT to the public. I 
believe the open attitude of modality use encourages people to feel more freedom 
during the creativity. I know this is something I want to do. Maybe not now but 
soon. I hope all my CAT friends can enjoy their work, and we can develop the 
CAT profession in Taiwan together.  
Drama Therapist B disclosed her plan for the future: 
In fact, I have a plan to open a studio where I can work with other professional 
helpers, such as mental counselors, psychologists, occupational therapists, or 
music therapists. I want to create an interdisciplinary space where all the mental 
health providers can work together. I know it is a dream far away from now. 
Anyway, this is my future plan, and I hope it will happen.  
In this study, all participants presented a positive and clear future plan of their CAT 
career. They shared a similar passion of furthering study for their CAT profession, and 





Taiwan. The participants expressed a positive thought and willingness to adjust to the 
Taiwanese system in the future. Although CAT is still a minority in the Taiwanese 
mental health system, the participants presented high confidence for not only their future 
but also the future of CAT development in Taiwan.  
Theme 10: The Social Responsibility of Being Creative Arts Therapists in Taiwan 
Theme 10 had to do with the “social responsibility of bring creative arts therapists 
in Taiwan.” This section was composed participants experience of advancement and 
acceptance of the professional image of CAT in Taiwan. All the participants expressed 
the idea of correcting the name of CAT in Taiwan as their mission of being Taiwanese 
creative arts therapists. They disclosed the struggles and challenges about promoting 
CAT in Taiwan, including to the public, academic system, and mental health field. 
However, they announced that they have seen and presented this mission as part of their 
career development. In Taiwan, CAT is still a new profession either in the mental health 
system or in the society. It is easy for people to confuse the purpose, style, and profession 
of creative arts therapists with other professional helpers, such as teachers and 
occupational therapists. To establish a good work environment in Taiwan, the 
participants addressed the importance and necessity of promoting.  
The Advancement and Acceptance of the Professional Image of CAT in Taiwan 
All the participants had the experience that people misunderstood their CAT 
profession or felt uncertain about the benefit and value of their work. The participants 
reported that the experience of misunderstanding was annoying but not angering. They 
understood that CAT is a new term and idea for people in Taiwan, and it is fair that 





agreed that there are more and more Taiwanese who have heard about the name or the 
title of CAT. However, many people have been manipulated by incompetent associations 
or people, because they did not have the proper understanding of CAT. The participants 
reported that they felt zero tolerance about this situation, and they felt responsible to 
decrease the stigma of CAT.  
Drama Therapist A expressed her thought: 
The challenge I had in Taiwan helped me to recognize that drama therapy needs 
more promotion. The question is how to promote it? I think it is hard to promote 
the idea of drama therapy by verbal language. Instead of teaching advanced 
courses or workshops of drama therapy, I prefer to let as many people as possible 
to have the chance to experience a playful moment of drama therapy.  
Art Therapist B described her experience: 
I noticed there are a lot companies tried to sell art therapy service by using 
parents’ guilt. They tried to defeat parents’ confidence through analyzing their 
children’s painting. I felt disgusted about those companies. That is the reason why 
I am determined to ‘promote art therapy in Taiwan.’ I think the best thing to do is 
to involve us in the society. The more we are involved the more opportunities we 
have to correct name of art therapy. As an art therapist, as long as there is 
someone is interested in art therapy, I will go and talk to them.  
Drama Therapist A talked about her experience:  
I used to work with an association, and they not only wrote the wrong title of my 
specialty but also tried to take pictures of client for their commercial project 





think there is a boundary between my dignity of drama therapy and the 
adjustment of the culture. When the situation steps on my profession, I need to 
make a choice. I do not think anything is worth damaging the reputation of 
professionals. 
Music Therapist A discussed her experience: 
In Taiwan, there are a lot of music companies that claim their music product is 
‘music therapy,’ such as white noise, relaxing music, or nature music. I always try 
to explain to them what music therapy really is, and what I can do as a music 
therapist. If the companies were not willing to change their thought, and I always 
turned the job down.  
Thus, the participants reported that the best way to promote CAT is letting people 
practice and experience it. They noted that CAT is hard to explain only using verbal 
language. Once people experienced CAT through their bodies, including painting, 
playing music, dancing, moving, and playing, they would realize the benefit and the true 
value of CAT. The participants all agreed that the more people experienced the benefits 
of CAT, the more possibility for creative arts therapists to develop a health system of 
CAT in Taiwan. Furthermore, the participants reported that, to a certain extent, they were 
willing to compromise their profession with the heritage culture. They wanted to be the 
part of the society; however, there is a boundary between the profession and the 
adjustment. All the participants expressed that they had argued with someone or turned a 
well-paid job down, because those people and jobs had a wrong and improper expectation 





the professional image of CAT in Taiwan, because they have a strong belief, passion, and 
pride of the profession of CAT. 
Summary  
 The study showed that all participants had a personal and unique relationship with 
their specialty in CAT. Studying abroad was their choice of achieving the goal of being 
professionals in the CAT field, and they all had a positive experience of studying abroad. 
During the time of studying abroad, the participants built the fundamental stage of their 
professional skills and training, and they shared the similar ambitions of bringing their 
profession back to their home, to Taiwan. However, the process of returning home was 
filled with unexpected challenges and difficulties, including (1) the misunderstanding of 
CAT, (2) the lack of support system, and (3) the legal issue of CAT services. The 
participants reported that the challenges encouraged them to grow and develop solutions 
to face the disadvantages of CAT in Taiwan. Although all participants felt 
disappointment, confusion, anger, and struggled about the challenges and difficulties of 
returning home, they never doubted the value and benefit of CAT. Although it is difficult 
to survive as creative arts therapists in Taiwan, the study showed that all participants still 














 This qualitative study investigated eight Taiwanese creative arts therapists’ 
experiences of returning home after completing their graduate degrees overseas. The 
participants were two art therapists, two dance/movement therapists, two drama 
therapists, and two music therapists. The interview questions focused on exploring: (1) 
the motivation of Taiwanese creative arts therapists to obtain their master’s degrees, (2) 
the choice and experience of studying abroad, (3) the development of CAT professional 
knowledge in the school program, (4) the choice and experience of returning home, (5) 
the experience of working as creative arts therapists in Taiwan, and (6) the change, 
growth, and transitions of their professional identity in CAT. The study was designed to 
explore participants’ past, present, and future views and thoughts of their CAT 
profession, in order to discuss the relationship between art, multi-cultural experiences, 
and professional identity. A qualitative methodology was applied to gain a sense of the 
participants’ experiences and their similarities and differences to the distinguishing 
characteristics in the research phenomenon.  
All participants had an experience of art making between the first and second 
interviews in their preferred private space, and the process of art making was designed to 
help them explore their unspoken emotions and gain insight regarding their feelings 
toward the research topic and the experience of the interviews.  
Overall, the present study intended to address the process of bridging the 





Asian society, and the influence of multi-cultural experiences towards the development of 
professional identity.  
The results revealed three categories and 10 themes. The categories were (1) the 
foundation of being professional in CAT; (2) the experience of practice CAT in Taiwan; 
(3) the future goal and plan of CAT. The themes were : (1) the motivation of career, (2) 
the experience of the professional CAT degree, (3) the decision of returning home, (4) the 
cultural shock of being a professional in Taiwan, (5) the difficulties of bring creative arts 
therapists in Taiwan, (6) limited support system resources, (7) the struggle of identity, (8) 
the growth of bring creative arts therapists in Taiwan, (9) the growth of CAT identity, 
and (10) the social responsibility of being creative arts therapists in Taiwan. In this 
chapter, the three research questions are addressed, merging data with the researcher’s 
interpretation and reflection as well as the existing literature.  
Research Question 1: Professional Identity After Studying Abroad  
and Returning Home 
Feeling as Outsiders in the Taiwanese Professional Field 
All the participants experienced studying abroad as a positive experience. During 
their CAT programs, they all felt significant growth in the relationship between art, self, 
and therapy. They felt different than who they were before studying abroad. They had 
learned and experienced that art is not just about technical expression or professional 
presentation, but instead art includes a healing power for people to express their emotions 
and feelings (Allen, 1995; Gamin, 1999; Mcniff, 1998). Furthermore, they were taught 





All the participants reported that the idea of using art making as treatment in 
mental health is still relatively new in Taiwan, and they would need to work extra hard to 
prove their profession and ability to the public. However, they did not expect such an 
unwelcoming situation from the mental health system and groups in Taiwan; they were 
treated as outsiders in the mental health field. Abu-Rabia-Queder and Weiner-Levy 
(2008) discussed professionals who returned home after completing their degree abroad 
and the challenges they faced within their home countries. The current pilot study found a 
similar result in that the biggest adjustment issue for the participants was the different 
culture of CAT in Taiwan as compared to the foreign countries where the participants had 
studied abroad. For example, the Taiwanese government has not included CAT as a 
treatment option covered by the National Health Insurance, and CAT is not a licensed 
profession in the Taiwan mental health system. Therefore, CAT is not only unlicensed in 
Taiwan, but it is also not reimbursable through public health insurance. In other words, 
Taiwanese creative arts therapists are not legally permitted to provide therapy services to 
the clients.  
In this study, all participants felt a certain level of rejection from their 
hometowns. Moreover, they felt  threatened to identify themselves as professional helpers 
in the workplace, because their CAT professions had not yet been accepted in the 
Taiwanese system. The participants recognized that although they did not have the 
cultural readjustment to their living environments as residents, they felt the difficulty of 
cultural readjustment in their professions. Previously published studied noted that 
returners might feel anxious, stressed, unwelcoming, and surprised about the gap in 





Levy, 2008; Altweck & Marshall, 2015; Gu, 2009; Gu & Schweidfurth, 2015; Prichard, 
2011; Zhu & Gao, 2016). In this current study, all the participants expressed similar 
emotions, such as anxiety, frustration, and depression when they felt they could not fit in 
the society, especially in the mental health field. They had started questioning their 
professional knowledge and skills, and they were also wondering if they could survive as 
CAT professionals in Taiwan. This study found similar results to those found by Adam et 
al. (2006) and Mitchener and Field (1998): professional identity is a composition of 
socialization, and individuals need the support from their societies, communities, and 
others to continue developing their professional identity. In this study, the feeling of 
belonging helped participants to maintain and increase their motivation, passion, and 
interest of the CAT profession. Although returning home was harder than expected, it 
gave them courage and purpose to continue developing their CAT career in Taiwan. To 
fit back in their hometown, individuals would need to prepare for the possibility of 
feeling rejected by their heritage culture. They needed to understand that the challenges 
and difficulties of re-entry home are existing but manageable. Therefore, the existing 
literature (Abu-Rabia-Queeder & Weiner-Levy, 2008; Altweck & Marshall, 2015; Gu, 
2009; Gu & Schweidfurth, 2015; Prichard, 2011; Zhu & Gao, 2016) and this study has 
demonstrated the need for returners to face and deal with the non-belonging, and how 
these feelings influence the development of their professional identity.  
Research Question 2: Experiences of Working in Taiwan as Creative Arts 
Therapists 





In this study, one common strategy that appeared in all the participants’ 
interviews was “finding a support system.” The support system included: (1) supervision 
and (2) peer groups. Previous studies stated that a proper supervisor could become a 
positive model to support students’ and young professionals’ psychological needs, have a 
sensitivity to distinguish their internal issues, and provide great knowledge of 
professional skills for them to establish a positive growth of their professional identity 
(Chang, 2018; Limberg et al., 2013). Although the results showed that all participants 
recognized the importance and necessity of supervision, there were only three 
participants who have received supervision at this moment, including online supervision 
from overseas. The first challenge was a financial issue, as all the participants reported it 
was difficult to find a well-paying job when initially returning home. To deal with the 
issue of unstable income, most of the participants chose to sacrifice the need for 
supervision. The second difficulty was the confidentiality concern, as the participants 
explained that Taiwan has a very small numbers of creative arts therapists, and it was not 
easy for them to find someone with whom they could feel comfortable to share. There is 
limited literature discussing the sensitivity of confidentiality in the supervision system in 
the Asian mental health field, not to mention CAT. Further research is warranted.  
Previous literature stated that returners would seek new connections with people 
who shared similar experiences. This was because studying abroad and returning home is 
an emotional journey of identity change, which was only understandable by others who 
experienced it (Gu Q., 2015; Gu X., 2009; Gu et al., 2010). In the study, there was a 
certain level of isolation and loneliness experienced by all the participants, because most 





professions. They expressed an intense necessity to find a group of people who shared the 
similar experience of the CAT profession and the cross-cultural experience of studying 
abroad and returning home. All the participants reported that a peer group provides them 
not only a space to feel a sense of belonging, but also a group of allies who can work 
together and support each other.  
Finding the Balance ‘Fusion’ Between Western Training and Taiwan Culture  
All the participants in this study had started to develop their CAT professional 
identity overseas. Based on the participants’ descriptions, studying abroad was their first 
official experience of knowing and learning about the theories and practices of CAT. 
Only a few of them had the brief experience of working with an Asian population during 
studying abroad, and most of them had never experienced utilizing CAT in the Chinese 
communities and populations. When the participants retuned home, they recognized that 
CAT is still a new term in Taiwan. A lot of Taiwanese did not see CAT as a mental 
health service; instead, they recognized CAT as an arts skill training or a recreational 
activity. Previous literature indicated the importance for creative arts therapists to address 
clients’ home cultures during the treatments, so that clients could feel more comfortable 
and less judgmental to use arts to explore their mental and emotional issues (Alfonso & 
Byers, 2012; Essame, 2012; Ho et al., 2018; Jung, 2012; Kim, 2012; Pluckpankhajee, 
2012; Rappaport et al., 2012; Tan, 2012). Essame (2012) noted that it is important for art 
therapists who work in Asia to emphasize the different perspectives between individualist 
and collective cultures in Western and Eastern societies The literatures also showed that 
more and more Asian creative arts therapists have dedicated CAT as their professional 





Asian creative arts therapists to utilize arts as a healing tool for mental illness and 
emotional issues, and it is possible for Asian society to accept and welcome the idea of 
using arts to explore their struggles, trauma, or mental illness (Chen & Ma, 2007; Ho 
et.al, 2012; Ho & Fong, 2018; Ho et al., 2017; Lai, 2011; Park, 2017).  
In this study, although participants did not mention how they applied Taiwanese 
culture into their CAT practice, they addressed the experience of finding the balance 
between their Western training and Eastern culture. They recalled the balance ‘fusion’ 
(融合) in the interviews, and many of them had a detailed description about the process 
of fusion as a continuing change and growth to their professional identity. The research 
explored the processing of bridging the multi-cultural experience in Taiwanese creative 
arts therapists themselves, and how it helps them to continue to develop their CAT 
professional identity in Taiwan. The existing literature (Alfonso & Byers, 2012; Essame, 
2012; Ho et al., 2018; Jung, 2012; Kim, 2012; Pluckpankhajee, 2012; Rappaport et al., 
2012; Tan, 2012) and this study have indicated the positive influence of respect in the 
local cultures on the development of CAT system in Asia. When instilling the Western 
training of CAT into Asian cultures, creative arts therapists may need a new balance to 
bridge their multi-cultural experiences as the part of their professional growth.  
Continuing the Awareness of Self-Exploration  
Allen (1995; 2012) noted that the processing of art making is one of the best ways 
of knowing and approaching the internal self. In this study, all the participants reported 
that they have had lifelong history with the arts, and all of them either were trained to be 
performers since they were children, or they had majored in the arts in college. Before 





their abilities. The participants reported that the CAT program overseas helped them to 
realize different layers of emotions and feelings they had toward arts, including feelings 
of shame, fear, embarrassment, pride, joy, and happiness. No matter if the feeling was 
positive or negative, the participants valued the process of self-exploration while 
becoming creative arts therapists. Because they have experienced the benefit of CAT, 
they have become confident of the profession of CAT for other individuals. In Orkibi’s 
(2010, 2011) studies, the researcher addressed that there was a positive association 
between professional identity and career commitment. In this study, there was the similar 
finding that creative arts therapists who developed a confident professional identity 
would show a continuing and strong motivation in their careers. More also, the results 
showed that one of the common reasons for the participants to continue their career in 
CAT has been the unique benefit of self-exploration in art. Because of the experience of 
self-exploration through arts, the participants developed a strong motivation for CAT. 
The participants described self-exploration like a healing process.  
Previous literature (Allen, 1995; Johnson, 1984; Malis, 2014) stated that in order 
to define and develop professional identity, creative arts therapists often need to explore 
not only their professional knowledge and skills in CAT professions, but also their 
personal experiences and relationships with the arts materials. Malis (2014) noted that 
art-making not only encourages art therapists to bridge their artist, counselor, and art 
therapy identities, but also allows them to explore their perspectives of who they are and 
their relationships between themselves and their professions. In this study, all the 
participants enjoyed the artistic exercises in between the first and second interviews, and 





their professional identity. Therefore, the existing literature (Allen, 1995; Johnson, 1984; 
Malis, 2014) and this study have established not only a positive influence of art making 
toward the development of CAT professions, but also a link between self-expression and 
professional identity.  
Research Question 3: Different Work Environments & Professional Identity 
The New Awareness of Heritage Culture (Chinese/Taiwanese Culture) 
The findings of the study show that most of the participants did not feel the 
culture readjustment to their living environment. Instead, the issue of readjustment was 
focused on their work environment. Participants addressed the importance of networking: 
knowing someone is important in Taiwanese culture. Interestingly, people they knew 
introduced all of the participants’ first jobs to them; none of them got their jobs by 
applying to the companies. More also, participants noticed that the tradition of seniority 
in Taiwanese culture influence their profession at work. Although all the participants 
have lived in Taiwan for most of their lives, they still noticed that the experience of living 
overseas had transformed some of their perspectives, especially at work. In Gu and 
Schweisfurth’s (2015) study, the researchers indicated, “the Chinese returners 
demonstrated clear indication of diaspora consciousness, which had different 
manifestation during and after their studies” (p. 958). This study has a similar finding that 
those returners who had an opportunity to experience multi-cultures over a period of time 
would be more knowledgeable about their own cultural background. However, the 
question is how the returners develop not only the “awareness of here and there” (Gu & 
Schweisfurth, 2015, p. 859) (i.e., the heritage culture and host culture), but also establish 





Establishing Professional Boundaries 
All the participants reported the challenges and difficulties of the lack of respect 
toward CAT professionals during their practice in Taiwan. The participants felt it was 
difficult to establish professional boundaries with other professional helpers or their 
employers. Participants noted that a lot of mental health service environments, such as 
hospitals, schools, and government agencies, did not have an official title for creative arts 
therapists, and they often tried to convince Taiwanese creative arts therapists to accept a 
substandard job with below standard pay, such as project assistant, or temporary 
volunteer. Participants faced the dilemma of adhering to their ideals, or accepting a job to 
pay the bills. Also, the study showed that all the participants had to repeatedly explain 
their profession to the other professional helpers, including occupational therapists, 
psychologists, physical therapists, or special teachers, in their work environments. In this 
study, the experience of feeling disrespected was a strong motivating factor towards 
continuing CAT careers. The participants felt exhausted, angry, and confused, especially 
when questioned by other professionals.  
In Orkibi (2010, 2011) study, the researcher explored that one common concern 
of CAT students was about the future of their career development, including how to ‘find 
job in my chosen career,’ and how to define their CAT professions in the mental health 
field. Johnson (1999) also pointed out in order to gain the respect and understanding of 
society, mental health system, and other service providers, creative arts therapists need to 
establish a clear identification of their unique contributions. Therefore, the existing 
literature (Johnson, 1999; Orkibi, 2010; 2011) and this study have indicated that there is a 





societies and the mental health systems in both Western and Eastern countries. It is 
important for creative arts therapists to recognize the limit and challenge of CAT 
development in mental health systems, so that they would not blame the issue on 
themselves.   
Developing the growth of CAT identity 
Although all the participants reported many challenges and difficulties of being 
creative arts therapists in Taiwan, they still maintained a positive attitude and 
commitment of CAT as their life profession. During the interviews, all the participants 
shared a certain level of feeling proud, surprised, joyful about their self-growth as 
creative arts therapists in Taiwan. They noticed that after years of experience, they felt 
more confident about their profession, and they also felt more comfortable promoting 
CAT. Multiple participants even noted that CAT is like a belief for them, and they could 
not image working without arts and people. Bring creative arts therapist, they can 
continue the relationship between art and self. Davey (2013) stated that professional 
identity includes five elements: becoming, doing, knowing, being, and belonging. In the 
process of developing professional indemnity, individuals not only increase their 
professional skills and knowledge during the practice, but also develop a self-confidence 
to connect their self-identity and professional identity. Therefore, the existing literature 
(Adams et al., 2006; Davey, 2013) and this study have demonstrated the positive 
influence of continuing practice and an appropriate working environment for developing 
professional identity. 
Orkibi (2019) in his study indicated that creative arts therapists in Israel showed 





including psychologists and social workers. I found that creative arts therapists have a 
similar professional position in both Taiwan and Israel societies. CAT has not been 
legislated in both countries yet. Although creative arts therapists currently have been 
working in the health, welfare, rehabilitation, and education systems, there is still no 
position formally designated for them in most public institutions. In this study, all the 
participants experienced moments of feeling doubt and low CSE about the development 
of their CAT career in Taiwan, especially compared to other mental health professionals; 
however, they still displayed a strong passion and motivation towards CAT. Instead of 
feeling underappreciated by society, they focused on processing the negative views of 
being creative arts therapists in Taiwan and exploring the development of self-growth. 
This study showed the similar finding that creative arts therapists could still develop a 
high job satisfaction with a low CSE. However, the question is how creative arts 
therapists develop a high job satisfaction in a society with a still developing CAT field. I 
think this would be an interesting potential study in the future.  
Limitations 
 This study recruited participants through the researcher’s network of CAT groups 
in Taiwan, so participants had similar professional trainings from Western countries, 
including the Unites States, the United Kingdom, and Australia. All the participants were 
female, which could suggest gender bias. Moreover, they were all in their 30s and 40s, 
and had returned home less than 20 years ago. The participants in this study were 
grouped as the new generation of creative arts therapists in Taiwan. Their similar ages, 
life experiences, and career durations may have resulted in the possibility of bias in the 





All the participants either knew the researcher through informal CAT groups 
before the study or had heard the name of the researcher through the mutual friends of 
Taiwanese CAT groups. Although none of the participants had working experiences with 
the researcher, there is a potential that there was cooperation and bias between the 
participants and researcher. The relationship between the researcher and the participants 
may have influenced and caused basis for the data collection. However, Taiwan has a 
small population of creative arts therapists; it was unrealistic to recruit participants who 
were total strangers. Under this circumstance, it is important to address the confidentiality 
of the study, so that the participants could feel safe and comfortable about the 
information and personal stories they shared in the interviews.  
In this study, the researcher shared many similar life experiences that are related 
to the research topic, such as studying CAT overseas and returning home as creative arts 
therapists, with the participants. To know the researcher’s educational background and 
research purpose, the participants may have developed an idea of the researcher’s 
motivation, passion, and interest, which may have impacted the content of their sharing 
and answers during the interviews. However, the existing relationship between the 
researcher and the participants may also have increased the participants’ feelings of 
security to establish the trust of sharing personal experiences, as well as becoming more 
forthcoming due to familiarity and commonality.  
Considerations for Future Research 
In this study, the researcher noticed that all the participants had strong emotions 
and rich information towards their life experience of being creative arts therapists in 





limited literature and research to address creative arts therapists’ personal experiences 
and stories in the CAT field, not to mention in Taiwan. Due to globalization, there are 
more and more international students pursuing their professional interests in different 
countries, and there is a growing population of Asians studying in the Western countries. 
This study offers a basis on which future CAT research for either Taiwanese or Asian 
creative arts therapists who experience multi-cultural transitions during their professional 
development can develop. Future research could focus on (1) the application for CAT 
during the multi-cultural experience, and (2) the development of professional identity in 
CAT through multi-cultural experiences. Although the present study provides an 
overview in the Taiwanese population, an expansion of this study could explore other 
Asian cultures or other racial communities and may help establish a frame or structure of 
professional identity in CAT in the future.  
The researcher also discovered the gap between Taiwanese creative arts therapies 
development in practice and in the system. Although the public has slowly developed a 
more friendly and welcoming attitude in accepting CAT as a treatment for mental illness, 
CAT still has not been legislated by a Taiwanese health welfare system, such as the 
public health insurance system and professional licensure system. Further study may be 
able to explore CAT development in systems in Taiwan. Since CAT is still considered to 
be a young profession in the mental health field not only in Asian but also in Western 
countries, the conversation of system development may help outline the social acceptance 








 In this study, the researcher discovered that although all the participants 
experienced multiple struggles, difficulties, and sacrifices while becoming creative arts 
therapists in Taiwan, they still had a positive attitude about and belief in the CAT 
professions. The participants indicated that the main reason for them to continue in their 
CAT career was because they felt a constant self-growth though CAT. Participants 
continually explored the different layers of self during the process of CAT professional 
development and training, and they consistently self-explored to address the value and 
importance of CAT. This study also explored the necessity of a supportive system of 
professional identity. It is important for individuals to recognize their limitations and 
weakness as human beings, and to develop the willingness and encouragement to seek for 
help. Being returners, participants had to re-learn to fit in their heritage culture with a 
new title, as creative arts therapists. The feeling of non-belonging happened mostly at 
work for these participants, and it had a negative influence not only on professional 
identity, but also on personal identity. Being creative arts therapists, individuals should 
recognize their personal needs, as well. Creative arts therapists need to learn to take care 
themselves before they can take care of others.  
 Finally, the study also showed that social acceptance strongly influenced the 
participants’ development of professional identity. Better social acceptance would 
provide individuals with better working environments and qualifying jobs. In this study, 
the researcher noticed that the participants considered financial struggles or unstable 
income as common issues of being creative arts therapists in Taiwan. Multiple 





struggle of money did cause high stress and anxiety, which influenced individuals’ 
feelings towards their profession. Hence, all the participants accepted their choice of 
studying CAT abroad and returning home, and they presented meaningful self-growth 
during the development of becoming creative arts therapists. The study discovered that 
there is a strong relationship between self-identity and professional identity for these 
participants. In order to continue developing CAT professional identity, individuals may 
need to be willing to keep exploring who they were, who they are, and what they want to 
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